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Sleepover
by Jessica Shankland

It was 1986 and I had turned thirteen over the summer. Now the
leaves were changing and Mom had gotten out our winter jackets and boots
from the bin in the attic. I was the middle of five kids. I had two older
brothers and two younger sisters. We were all pretty close but this weekend
everyone was having sleepovers elsewhere. It was my weekend to stay home
and have friends over, so I invited Lisa, Rachel, and Tammy. Tammy lived
next door so she just walked over after school with her stuff. Lisa and Rachel
rode the bus home with me.
Mom had prepared after school snacks for us: peanut butter and jelly
on saltine crackers. We ate them at the kitchen table, whispering about boys
from school, which ones were cute and which were gross. I noticed my mom
was pretending not to listen, which was embarrassing. Then she interrupted
us and said we needed to stay inside tonight because there might be a big
storm.
Around seven o'clock, the sun having already set, we decided to play in
the basement. The basement had 4 bedrooms and one long open room
outside of them all. My older brothers had their bedrooms down there while
my sisters and I slept on the main floor, in the bedrooms opposite the hall of
our parents. My friends and I went to the very back room, a guest room that
was the farthest away from the stairs leading up. All the lights that led us
there were on pull strings and made tink-tink-tink sounds as the metal
strings flapped against the light bulbs.
"What should we do?" asked Lisa. She and I were sitting on the bed
while Rachel and Tammy were on the floor. We brought nail polish and
combs and hair ties down with us, hoping to become beautified over the next
few hours.
"We could read the revelations from the Bible," Rachel said, playing
with a scrunchie.

"We could have a seance," Tammy suggested.
"Who would we seance?" I said.

"I don't know," said Tammy.
"I think my brother has an Ouija board, and we definitely have like, a
million Bibles lying around," I said. "I'm sure we can find something fun to
do with those."
My friends looked at each other and nodded. I ran out of the room to
gather our props. I went upstairs and asked my mom for a Bible. She asked

why I wanted it and I said we wanted to read it. She handed me one off the
bookshelf with a delighted look on her face. Then I ran back downstairs and
into my oldest brother's room, knowing exactly where to find the hidden
Ouija board. Mom would have flipped if she knew one of those was in her
house.
The large open space outside of the bedrooms had five small basement
windows surrounded by what looked like metal basins they were chopped in
half. Mom was right when she said there would be a storm tonight. It was
raining, the water filling and mixing with the dirt outside of the windows. I
could also hear the wind howling outside. But I knew we were safe in the
basement, because that's where we always went during big storms.
I brought the book and the board into the room and sat them on the
floor, shutting the door behind me. The four of us looked at them,
contemplating.
"Let's use the board first," Tammy said, reaching for the box and
pulling out its contents.
"What should we ask?" Lisa sounded giddy.
"How about
Tammy.
"How about we see if there are any spirits in the room," Rachel
finished.
"Oh that's silly," I said.
"Why, are you scared?" said Rachel.
said, as I grabbed the planchette and slammed it on the board.
The girls grabbed the planchette with me, and Rachel asked the
question, "Hello, is anyone there?"
We waited and nothing happened.
"If there is anyone there, please let us know now," Tammy said.
We were all shaking, our childish nerves and fear of the unknown
overtook our imagination.
"This is stupid," I said. "No one is here. My mom said Jesus is
watching over our house, protecting us."
My friends shrugged in defeat.
"Let's do something else. Let's paint each other's nails. Who wants to
go first?" I said.
Rachel ended up going first. We took turns sitting on the bed while
one girl painted the nails from the floor. The other two sat off to the side and
braided each other's hair. The storm was picking up and though we were in
the basement I could hear the rain crashing into the house. The lights
flickered a couple times. Mom yelled down the stairs once and asked if we

"began

"No!" I

were okay and if we needed anything. We said we were fine and no, we didn't
need anything.
Lisa went last, sitting on the bed while I painted her toe nails pink. She
held the Bible in her lap, flipping through it quietly. Suddenly there was a
loud bang of thunder and the lights flashed off. Tammy and Rachel both
yelped, and I felt them grab my arms. I said it was okay, just stay calm; they
should come back on soon.
In the darkness, my senses heightened, I could hear paper flipping.
The lights began to flicker and we could see Lisa. She was mumbling words,
and I couldn't figure them out.
"She ... she's reading
backwards!" Rachel said.
"Her eyes!" Tammy said.
Her eyes were rolled back in her head and she was staring down at the Bible,
flipping the pages one by one, steady, fast.
Within seconds, the lights turned off again, and the three of us
screamed. Lisa began to laugh but it wasn't her laugh. The three of us jumped
up as I felt for the door and swung it open. As soon as I opened the door the
lights came back on.
"Where are you guys going?" Lisa spoke in her own voice.
We turned around and looked at her. She looked normal, her feet
swinging against the bed, just four of her toe nails painted, the Bible opened
on her lap.
"What's wrong?" she asked, noticing our awed looks.
"You were-"
"Your eyes - "
"Reading-"
"What?" said Lisa, a look of sincere confusion on her face.
We didn't know what to tell her.
"What are you reading?" I asked.
Lisa looked down. "Um, the book of Isaiah apparently."
"What page is that?" Tammy said.
Lisa looked down and up quickly. Her eyes grew large and she
frowned.
"Six hundred and sixty-six," she said.

it... it

I could feel my heart pounding against my chest. I was freaked. We all
knew that was a bad number. I suggested that we go back upstairs and try to
forget what happened. I put the Ouija board back in its hiding place and
handed my mom the book when we got upstairs.
"You girls okay? Are you sick? You're all quite pale," my mom said.

"We're okay," I said, "I think the thunder and the power outage just
scared us a little."
"Honey, it's only a light rain. The heavy stuff missed us. There was no
thunder, nor did the power go out. We were lucky."
My friends and I looked at each other dreadfully before we walked
slowly to my bedroom.
I never did get answers to what happened to us that night, and I refused to go
into the basement alone for the longest time. But even now, as an adult, I still
shiver whenever I hear the tink-tink-tink of a metal string brushing against a
light bulb.

Ah Studeny Morera Jinaka
(Cold Wet Flannel)
by Lori Lopez
"Some of my best friends are ignorant white fucks."
My old man used to say that to the dame who birthed me when she'd
look at him in that petulant way she had.
Heck, my old man used to say that line every time the sun rose,
between the first hit of Camel and the first sip of bourbon. Then he'd scratch
his balls, stuff his turkey-fat thighs into jeans so worn they were frayed at the
seams, and shove his porkpie feet into Redwings, steel toed.
"Better to kick your scrawny ass," he'd say, right before he slapped his
Brooklyn Dodgers cap on his baldpate.
He'd give me that bugged-out, crazy-fucker look, smack the dame's
rear, plant a friendly peck on her cheek, and take the Coleman out to his
Stepside. Daisy, with her big V-8 engine, would roar to life and the house
would release a collective sigh as truck tires crunched over the rocky grit of
the drive. Where he went and what kind of work he did, was none of mine,
and if I made it to school without a backhand across my smart mouth, I
counted it as a good day.
My name's Roxi and everything I just told you is a bold-faced lie. 'Cept

daddy did wear steel-toed boots and used to call mama one hell of a good
looking broad. Me, I was his Sweet Cheeks if I wasn't earning a backhand for
my smart mouth.
The dirt road I walked darn near every day for 12 years led from our
hedge pen of a home to the local one room schoolhouse. I graduated with a

grade point average higher than what filled the coffers on Easter Sunday in
the speck of a church we called Saints Above. The preacher used to wear his

coveralls if he was backed up at the garage he ran with old man Keller just out
Route 68 this side of nowhere and town. He'd smell like burnt metal and

fifty-weight oil, wipe his grease-blackened hands on a rag hung from his back
pocket before he crack the holy word, and bring the parishioners to their feet

with hands raised to the heavens. Mama would force me to wear my Sunday
best and button my shoes with a hook that looked like a miniature version of
the ice butler grand-pappy used to carry cubes.
On

my 18th birthday, I took the double-barrel to the old man's head

where he lay under the belly of the Woodie he swore he was rebuilding since
Moses saved the chosen people, but really used as a shade spot to take a
siesta. I let the stock drop in the cloud of dust beside the John Deere, picked
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up the 20-pound sledge, and caught the backside of the dame's skull where
she stood pinning the clothes she'd pounded against a river rock with lye
down by the mill. She never seen it coming.
I left for college two days later. Let the sun hit my back as I took the
hard road with nothing but my saddle shoes to bear my troubles and my
grand-pappy's fedora to cover my ginger hair. I tipped the edge of that wornout hat over my left eye as I passed the graves and strode long-legged
northeast towards the hickory.
Now if ya believe this yank, there's a man in the Big Apple ready to sell
anyone with a handful of cash, a bridge. My mama didn't raise no fools, just a
smart-mouth with a propensity for what my old man called
call me a liar, but I'm of the ken it's all in perspective.
So the college stint lands me in a one-horse town this side of the
Mississippi further north than anybody born in the bayou of Louisiana has a
right to be. There's hippies walkin' these parts, and damn friendly ones. Aged
hippies who wander the streets and remind folks to consider spherical
harmony. Whatever that means. Someone once said my great uncle twice
removed on my daddy's side lives in this hole, but I ain't laid eyes on him yet.
He's some sort of a private dick named Dick.
But now see that there's a lie, too. Not the part about the private dick
named Dick, but about me having any sort of blood ties to him. I actually
learned about the dame swishing her tail in his establishment from a witch
tossing bones to the ground one night during my misspent youth, when I
contemplated lying backside down to earn a few coin. So I sign up for the
Midwest college in a Podunk town hoping to increase my repertoire of crap to
pawn off as genius and I'm walking, minding my own, when I run into,
literally, the dame the witch told me about. Dreama. Who names a kid
Dreama? And her mama, Big Delores? .... Well, we just won't cross that
particular stream without wearing my shitkickers and leather chaps while
riding a Hog that cost thrice my college tuition and is loud enough to blast

tall tales. Most

the windows outta a '53 Buick.

Uncle Dick, who's not my uncle, operates a hole-in-the-wall coffee
shop, bookstore, detective agency, called Cafe Noire. I tried to get a job there,
but decided I didn't much care for those who hangout at Cafe Noire, and
when I inquired at a few other places around, I'm not given the fuzzy eye, but
I'm also not welcomed exactly. There are probably reasons, reasons left
unsaid.
The truth is I've had a few run-ins with the local law enforcement
personnel. Not here, in this God-forsaken town, but back home. 'K, I didn't
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exactly grow up in the bayou, my roots are a tad further north, like Detroit
and while there, I might have tangled with the current chief in this village.
Not to be mentioning the dog he keeps at his heels. They say dogs can tell the
character of a person. I'd say the chiefs dog has my number, and I wasn't
quick enough to change it before having two or four exchanges with the beast.
Might be true as well that the newest resident of this hell-hole once owned
the house beside my best friend's last living relative and caught me soaping
his front door and
his gas tank. Autoworkers are fired up
about the sanctity of their creations and now that he's moved to my last
bastion of unknown to be closer to his daughter and grandkids -brats- I try to
keep to the other side of town.
But that's all behind me. I'm a college type, struggling with studies
while I earn my keep. I work at Antioch College as a security guard, if you can
believe the fates. I might have fudged a smidgeon my application, and they'd
been under the assumption, by no course of my own hand, that I've done this
sort of work before.
Now, if you think working for a small town college in the middle of
nowhere-near-anywhere Ohio would be safe and uneventful, you'd be wrong.
There's been bear sightings. A piglet lost. Some man running around naked
as a jaybird and let me tell you, wasn't none too pretty. The biggest crime was
the abduction of that grow-lady, Sow something. Every plant in her garden of
beauty is edible. Seriously?
Last week, Mr. Sowmeister reported the misses kidnapped by illegals
and that isn't the only alien sighting reported to the Central Intelligence
Agency. There's a Yellow Springs lifer who is a member in good standing with
S.E.T.I and if you ask me, the aliens are just trying to reach Mucky, the
conspiracy alien invasion theorist himself.

putting M&M's in

Friday night coming on the end of the semester, not too close to final
exams or too far from the start of the next, I'm trolling campus stealth-like

with my fedora tilted and my beat-up leather duster swinging in my wake,
when I'm attacked by two zombies carrying chainsaws at G. Stanley Hall Hall.
Who names a hall after someone named Hall? If you remember, I've split the
broad's skull with a battle-axe and smacked the old man's pate with a fourby-six, so there ain't the likes of two punks with chainsaws going to scare me.
Reminded me of that movie with the man wearing a catcher's mask,
and maybe someone else would
someone else would have
screamed. Maybe any other freshman college student living away from home
for the first time, all alone walking the corridors of an ancient haunted
building at close to midnight, would have fainted. Me? I did what any hired

have run. Maybe
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guard would do. I calmly walked back to the security office and called the
local yokels.

I thought of the Second Rule of Zombies: double tap; and the 25th

rule: shoot first, but hesitated. Swear I'd seen those two chainsaw-toting
idiots before they were turned, at Ye Ole Tavern or maybe it was Peach's,
snuckered up to the bar. My reward for calling the police instead of pulling
my side-arm and unloading all my frustrations in a blood bath like you ain't
see in eons, was the arrival of an officer I can only describe as Q-T. I mean,
let's be honest. Officer Matters is hot. I ignored Ed, his sergeant. I might have
given Matters a slight brush off, too, but that's only because it's been said he's
made eyes at that Sage harlot.
Sage, I don't know her real name, has some sort of obsession with pigs.
Of all things. And her mama and my mama once knew a neighbor's
neighbor's kin, who lived next door to my fourth cousin's sister's mother,
Mary, who owns a pig farm. Pigs are nas-ty.
So Officer QT starts asking all these questions about what the
chainsaw- swinging zombies were wearing, and all I can think of is that
skunk-pelt wearing Charlie and that one-boobed whore that Uncle Dick,
who's not my uncle, was traipsing after a few weeks back. Now if you were
born with only one boob, wouldn't you save your money to have another
installed? And while I'm thinking on it, is the boob right in the middle of her
chest or sat one side and the other's just a carpenter's wet spot?
I smacked my forehead when the thought of the town gypsy, Zigana,
hit me, and I pondered if the two zombies were cursed by black magic, then I

shivered because if a liar, um raconteur, crosses with the former, ain't

nothing good going to happen to the latter. Not to say the gypsy would have a
reason to turn her wiles on me, but there was that incident with her

granddaughter, Fatal. We crossed paths in the principal's office after she was

accused of putting a hex on Buddy the butcher's son for saying Zigana was a
fake a few years gone.
I'd taken my duster off before Officer QT arrived, and thus stood
proper in my campus uniform when he started with his questions. My shirt
was not open four buttons down. That is an outright lie proffered by Chickee
in an attempt to make me look loose. Never happened. The two zombies as I
recalled were wearing coveralls, gloves, hard hats, and goggles, or maybe it
was a face shield like they use in the chemical lab. 'Course, this seems odd for
the middle of the night, but as I've pointed out before, well, I lie. I think the
time might have been closer to noon than midnight, and the end of July. Two
Tuesdays past last Thursday we had a storm blow in, and some lightning
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struck the upper part of the sycamore that stood on the far end of the soccer
field, so those men could have been there to take down the tree.
Doesn't explain why the zombies were inside and ran when I yelled at
them to stop, before high tailing it to the safety of the Spirited Goat for a
strong drink of brew. I'm also not sure why the cross-dressing transvestiteswinging from a rope hung out the west side
library tower at six a.m. the next morning, or why he and the man wearing a
tie-dyed kilt who lived next door to a bull-milking postal worker claimed to
have seen the chainsaw-wielding zombies in the field while they played their
dulcimers and watched old lady pig-owner hit a few golf balls toward the bike
path.
All fables must come to an end and I've told many a fish story along
the way, but what I'm about to say is the Gospel truth. The stunt I convinced
Kent and Vinnie to perpetrate, two zombies running around the village with
chainsaws chasing a college security guard, caused one of the older
residences at the I -can- no- longer- live-alone-and-need-a-full time-homeheal th-aide facility, to have a cardiac event and thus the coppers were
dispatched.
With the help of Sargent Ed and Officer Matters the incident was
cleared up quickly and. I considered the case closed. Until the chief showed at
my abode, requested entrance, insisted on summoning my parental figure,
and waited a half hour for Riley to arrive home.
Riley, my sister and sixteen years my senior, took over the
responsibility of my upbringing when our parents were killed in a singlevehicle crash caused by inclement weather. She does her best. Riley is a
special agent for the interstellar space agency, known more commonly as the
CIA, housed out of
New Mexico. Her time is valuable and I'm not
at the top of her list, so when her job requires her to be in orbit, Kent and
Vinnie, two of Riley's high school friends, keep an eye on me.
I stood in our overly furnished-with-junk living room head bowed,
hands clasped, before the man at a few minutes passed the last supper, and
waited my just due.
"I'm very disappointed in you," Riley said.
Ten minutes of I-thought-I-raised-you-better later, I'm lying on my
bed looking up at the underside of the staircase where all I can do is count the
number of wolf spiders contemplating how long before I fall asleep, so they
can feast on my inert form, and listen for the front door to close behind the
chief. I don't like being sent to my room without dinner or even a chance to
defend my actions.

midget-dwarf-psychic was

Area 51 in
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For instance, I did not, as suggested by some old biddy on Walnut
Street spread cookie dough on her car, and only guessed it was chocolate chip
because statistically that flavor is most often purchased by kids my age. I also
was not on West South College Street last Wednesday after church Youth
Group and thus was not the culprit who threw fish, eggs, and cheese on the
car of the woman who owns Village Cyclery.
As for the toilet paper found wrapped around the almost brand new
was watching Mister Finklestien's pure breed bulldog Lady Bug
defecate in the flower bed in front of the library at the time. And while we're
on the subject of vandalism, those freaks at the body shop were just trying to
rip off Billy Wittman's sister's brother-in-law's cousin's father's next door
neighbor's wife when they said her car would need a paint job to remove the
substance that someone, not me, tossed on the hood. It was ice cream. Ice
cream! Seriously, a little soap and water took it off, and the requirement that
I spend the next two Saturdays raising funds for the Bad Seed motorcycle
gang by participating in the car wash is just not fair.
According to my mom the last straw was when I took, without asking,
my sister's doll and my brother's skateboard, and while wearing board shorts
with an over-sized hockey jersey and my dead dad's Dodger's cap on
backwards, went down to the store for ice, and instead of staying on the
sidewalk, skated in the middle of Xenia Avenue. Apparently someone called
the police stating that a vagrant homeless-looking man was seen with a baby
strapped to his chest, skateboarding while carrying a bag of ice, and though I
was gone by the time an unknown officer arrived, the witness gave a good
enough description that he knew it was me.
"At fifteen," Riley said, "you should understand there are rules and
consequences. "
As if reminding me I'm not twelve is supposed to impress on me to
behave. It doesn't. Nor is her threatening to wash my mouth out with sodium
hydroxide for fabricating stories a way to get me to stop. My honors English
teacher believes I'm destined to be the next great fiction writer because I have
such a vivid imagination. She even offered to sponsor me to attend the next
Antioch Writer's Workshop and parade my wares for the world because she
thinks I'm that good.
I'm going to go sulk in the dungeon that is my hell and envision that
during mom's next outing to the great beyond hunting the undead and the
illegal, Riley will forget she has a single child, and I can stay home, eat pizza
covered in jelly and chocolate, while reading a book about the zombie
apocalypse, and why global warming is my generation's fault. Or, I could

vehicle, I
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find Elvis and ride in his hearse taxi transporting the under-informed around
Yellow Springs while singing off-key renditions of his chart-topping hits and
feasting on sugar filled donuts from Cafe Noire.
As my mama says too often, ain't no kid of hers gonna lie around

telling half-truths and bold-faced lies on a Sunday afternoon without first
cutting the grass and doing the homework I left until the end of the school
year because I think school is pointless.
"You figure out what's not covered in horseshit, and I'll go tip a couple
of the cows behind Young's Jersey Dairy and wait for the next big thing to
cross my path. Salute."

A House on the Edge of Darkness
by Janet Irvin
The thud of sneakers. The sharp tick of a ball smacking the cracks in
the pavement. Smack talk. I got your back! That's my move. Yeah. The
neighborhood boys playing hoops. With my ball. A shot slapped the
backboard, banged through the rusted steel of the netless rim. Edging
through the trees that lined the park access road, I stepped around the
dumpster and swallowed hard. Saw the D inked on the leather, a D large
enough to serve notice: This ball is mine.
"Shoot!" Candy's voice barked above the grunts of the other boys.
Stay clear
D. My mother's words buzzed like
mosquitos at my ear. But my hands itched to take back what belonged to me,
to square my shoulders and send the ball arcing toward the hoop. Up and in.
Swish. Show them chumps. Prove Dante Pony wasn't a pushover.
I counted the players. C-note, who sang as good as one of them
American idol contestants. Squirrel, chipmunk cheeks and restless hands.
Manatee up from Florida. Moonie, whose pale white expanse of forehead
explained his nickname. Everybody's girlfriend Hoots, chewing her gum and
acted all pissy 'cause she wanted to go get a burger and asking every five
minutes how much longer we gonna be here. And Candy, the great white
shark swimming in a small, stagnant pond. Their bodies gleamed with sweat,
brown and cream and ebony and linen. A regular United Nations of raggedyass desire, all playing with my ball.
"Your shot, Candy." Squirrel said, his words toned down and
respectful.
I glanced at the tattoo on Candy's chest, a snake coiled around the body of a
woman with humongous breasts. Soulless, that Candy Morningstar, my
grandma insisted. Dangerous, the young girls whispered, giggling, sticking
out their chests when he passed. Even my sister Adrienne. She and I needed
to talk.
"Company," C-note sang out. At the top of the key, Candy shifted his
eyes toward me and the gold tooth flashed in his wide-lipped mouth. Above
his head, the purple streamers of the dying October day writhed, thorn-like
and sorrowing. The dying light shadowed the park in a cold, black glove.
I stepped over a crack in the pavement, old memories surging. Step on
a crack, break your mother's back. Hissing, the solitary street light above the
court winked on.
"You got some game today?" Candy rolled the ball in his hands. The

of them parkside punks,
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others queued up behind him, bare-chested and jostling for space.
"I'm open. I'm open." Moonie danced away, arms lifted, fingers
stretched like wires. Candy's necklace flashed, a gold flicker in a fugitive ray
of fading sun. Turning, he banked a shot off the backboard. I watched it drop
through the hoop.
"Your turn, Cambodian."
I shook off their chanting, chased after the loose ball. Gathering it
close, I dribbled to the hoop, balanced the ball on my fingertips, then
pounded it through. The chanting stopped. Retrieving the ball, I glanced over
my shoulder, kissed two fingers and lifted them skyward. Score. Then I wove
my way to half court. A gust of wind lifted my jersey, cooling the sweat
trickling down my spine. The day was turning cold.
"Hey." Candy grabbed a handful of my shirt and yanked, hard.
Unbalanced, I stumbled into his tattoo.
"Gimme the ball, Cambodian."
"Stop calling me that." Four years ago, when Mama moved us into the
bungalow on Park Drive, I'd been a short, pudgy eleven-year old, with my
mother's eyes and no indication that I'd ever be as tall as my father. My exfather. The one who ran away from us. Candy, only two years older but
already muscled and close to six feet, seasoned by his ride through the foster
care system, watched me dribble and shoot and asked my name.
"Dante," I answered. Candy cackled like some crazy cartoon rooster.
"Dante? Ain't that some literary dude's name? Some Eyetalian? Sure
as hell ain't no name for a playground warrior. Your mama black or what?"
I shrugged, hitching up my pants with my elbows, while I measured
the distance to the road. Candy moved closer.
like that Tiger guy, the one that plays golf," Candy said.
"What's his name? Woods. Yeah. Ain't his mama look like yours?"
My mixed up white-Asian-black heritage wasn't a thing I wanted to

"You look

discuss in the middle of the basketball court. I stepped back. Candy poked my
chest.
"Fuck that. We gonna call you Cambodian."
I spotted Moonie free and lobbed him the ball. He rifled it back. I

brushed my fingers over the worn spots on the leather. This present from
Grandma Dee belonged to my dream. To make varsity as a freshman at
Bishop Harover, the suburban school I attended on scholarship. After that

newspaper article came out, scouts, some from colleges, a few from the pros,
were already sitting in the stands at practice. Just looking, Coach Dunaway
said, but my family said it meant a scholarship and all. To me, it offered a
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way out.
Candy backpedaled to guard me, his gold tooth sending a message I
didn't want to decode. Moonie flashed me hand signals, trying to set up a new
play. The court echoed with the squeal of sneakers, the crash of hands and
bodies. Then Candy's cell phone chimed. Everyone stopped moving. Moonie
and C-note shuffled over to Candy. Nobody looked at me. Candy checked the
message, punched in a reply and nodded toward the road.
"Go home, Cambodian." He grabbed the ball and elbowed me off the
court.
"Gimme." I swatted at the ball cradled in his elbow. The D scrawled
across the leather stared at me, mute, pleading.
"Now." Candy dribbled toward the hoop. He didn't look back. "I'll
bring it later, when I come by to pick up my stuff." His words swooshed
around me, like a cobra gathering itself for the kill.
I jogged home. Our house, a story and a half on the last lot before the park
road began, huddled among the overgrown junipers and honeysuckle. All the
houses on the block shared the same tired look. Survivors of the first city
housing development built in the mid-fifties, they stood sandwiched between
the river, the busy four-lane street called Salem Avenue and the riverfront
high-rise the people I knew called Crackside.
I startled a vulture helping itself to roadkill. He gave me a dead-eye
stare, flapped heavily and headed toward the rusty brick projects only a block
away. I could see the windows boarded over, the screen doors hanging loose,
despair and poverty reaching grubby fingers in my direction.
When I reached our driveway, I slapped the street light pole and
started my approach. I faked a pass, dribbled around an invisible opponent
and rolled to my left. Jumping, I slammed my imaginary ball into the hoop
mounted on the front of the garage, the one my father, Edward Pony, nailed
there when we first moved in. Before he took off for someplace we weren't.
That first year, he had to lift me up so I could dunk the ball. Leaning against
the garage door, I listened for echoes of the past.
"Shoot, Dante. You can do it. I'll help you."
Liar. That help lasted just long enough to make the twins, and then he
went away.
Pretend dribbling, I started my approach again. I liked being out here
alone. Playing with shadows. No crowds screaming, no coaches yelling. I ran
through the sequence again, then hustled up the walk, eased open the screen
door and hurdled the four steps leading up to the kitchen. Mama's back was

to me, her hospital blues stretched tight across her shoulders, her hands
flying as she sliced potatoes into a cast-iron pot.
"Adri's already studying, D. You better get to it." She didn't turn
around. I heard crying in her voice.
When I saw the money scattered across the kitchen table, I balled my
hands into fists.
"Martin come to see you then?"
She made one of those harrumphing noises. "He's been and gone."
I counted the bills. "Didn't leave enough for the rent."
"Don't you worry about that. Just go do your homework now. Dinner'll
be ready soon."
"Mama." I took two steps toward her. My stepfather pretended to be a
good guy, but he couldn't give up his old habits. And when he got the urge to
play the lottery or skip on down to the riverboat, they fought. I didn't know
what she saw in him.
"Won't always be like this." I banged my fist on the table. Mama didn't
even flinch. She was too used to angry men.

"You go do your homework, D. You listen to your coach. You go to
college and then all will be better. For everyone."
I had just reached the top of the stairs when she called after me.

"You got to watch out for the darkness, D. Shadows are waiting out
there, waiting to swallow you up." She hesitated, breathing hard, slicing the
air with her knife.
"I'm always careful, Mama."

"Well." She turned her back. "I'm working an extra shift tonight."
I paused on the narrow landing. An extra shift meant I'd be in charge.
Through the door on the right, I watched the twins wrestling with each other,
their three-year old bodies twisting and stretching as they tested their
strength. Adrienne lay across her bed, reading. She looked up, waved and
returned to her book. When the boys spotted me, they rushed to grab my
legs.

"Dante!" Clinging to my jeans, laughing and dragging their heels, they
begged me to play. "Please, Dante,

d o n ' t g o ."

"Later, dudes," I said, reaching down to untangle their fingers. "Right
now Mama says I have to study."

"Study? Why, D?" Jason snugged his head closer to my knee. Anson
echoed him, lisping the word thudy. I pried their fingers loose and tickled
them back to their room. Anson started to cry.
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Pushing on the warped door to my room until it unstuck, I tugged it closed
behind me. I hoped Mama hadn't found Candy's package. Across the hall,
Adrienne started humming a song for church tomorrow. One More River.
Her voice made me think about water trickling over river stones. About
Mama's blue silk go-to-meeting dress. About falling into sleep in a place
where no one fought and no one cried. Soon, the twins joined her, their thin
voices straining to repeat the melody.
Lifting up the mattress, I tugged out Candy's bag. The brown wrapper,
taped at the corners, stretched around the lumpy contents. I tossed it from
hand to hand, but I didn't open it. I didn't want to see the junk inside, didn't
want to know. I stared at the snake stamped on the bag. Then I shoved the
package back under the mattress and reached for my English book.
The assignment sheet from Mrs. Anders' class announced Short Story
at Owl Creek Bridge. I skimmed the first page. Some soldier
falling into a river. I read the questions Anders wanted us to answer. Was this
river like any river we knew? What would it be like to be a soldier? Was this
guy dead or alive? I propped my feet on the bed and tried to concentrate, but
the package poked at me like that kid's story about a princess and a pea I'd
read to Adrienne when it was just her and me and I still thought we had a
chance to live like ordinary people. I closed the book and opened the door.
Adrienne had finished with One More River and moved on to another song
from the Baptist repertoire, one I didn't recognize.
"Our God is an awesome God," she sang, her sweet high notes soaring
in the close confines of the bedroom. I closed my eyes and thought about
flying. Flying to the basket, falling back to earth.
"D? You finished with your homework?" Mama's call floated up the
stairwell.
"Supper'll be ready in ten minutes."
I pulled out my biology text, checked the assignment. All right.
Something I had first-hand knowledge of. Genetics.
My cell phone rang. I checked the number and groaned.
"Cambodian," Candy's voiced slithered across the line. "Still got my

#1. Incident

package?"
I fiddled with a penciL "My mom's here."
I could almost hear Candy thinking.
leaving?"
I checked the time on the phone. "She'll be gone in forty-five minutes."
"Bring out the trash after dinner." Candy coughed. "Meet me by the

"When's she

And, D., don't

dumpster.
be late."
The line went dead. Standing in the darkened room, I prayed this
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would be the end of it, but that mosquito buzzed in my ear again. You wish.
The sky, illuminated by the downtown lights in the distance and the
streetlight above my head, revealed only the barest pinpricks of stars. The
backwash of traffic noise from the highway, reduced now as the night crawled
onward, flowed at me. Checking for movement along the street, I hustled
along the grassy edge of the road, staying in the shadow of the trees. When I
reached the dumpster, I paused. The lid creaked when I opened it. Removing
the package from the trash bag, I set it on the ground. Then I pulled the
drawstring tight, swung the garbage up and shoved it into the crowded bin.
Who else, I wondered, comes here besides me?
The dark ranks of pine and leafless hardwoods stared back at me from
the park entrance. I squinted, trying to discern a darker pattern that would
alert me to Candy's arrival. When a branch snapped behind me, I knew I'd
been fooled again.
drawled, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and
lifting me off the ground. "Scared ya, didn't I?"
Candy's breath next to my ear, in and out, ragged, like he'd been
running. He wore the smell of alcohol and weed.
I wrestled free, picked up the package and held it out.
"Here," I
want it in my house no more."
Candy rolled the package from hand to hand, rubbed his chin, shoved
the smack in the back of his waistband. His gold tooth picked up the light
from the pole lamp as he disappeared behind the dumpster. When he
returned, he held out a second, smaller package wrapped in an old towel, a
piece of wire holding it together. The towel didn't hide the shape of the gun.
want that." I took another step back.
"This the way it
stared at the darkened ball court. "You keep
this for me, you get to do your ballplaying and your sister gets to be a little
girl a while longer."
"Adrienne?"
"She's fine-looking. Sings fine too. Growing up fast." He pressed the
wrapped gun against my chest. "Lots of guys like 'em young."
"You better not." I grabbed the gun, shoved him back.
He aimed his index finger at my face, pursed his lips.
worry, Cambodian. You got my back, I got yours."

"Hey," Candy

said. "I don't

"I don't

is, D." He

Bam. "Don't

I shoved the new package in the pocket of my jacket. The gun banged
hard against my hip all the way home.
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The lights on the cruiser bathed the house in a swirl of red and white. I
peaked out the upstairs window. Mama climbed out of her car. An officer got
out of the patrol car, took her elbow and walked her to the door. I stuffed
Candy's gun under my pillow and opened a book. Adrienne came out of her
room, yawning, her eyebrows lifting in that question mark frown. I shrugged.
She pulled her sweatshirt tight, the gesture outlining the curve of her breasts,
the swell of her hips. While I was playing ball, my baby sister had turned into
a woman. Hearing Mama's footsteps, she hurried back to her room, closed
the door, but I knew she was there, listening.
"Dante?"
Mama stood in the doorway, staring with those soft, brown, wounded
eyes that matched mine. Adrienne and the twins, they had our father's cruel

1ce-gray ones.

"You're home early." I didn't mention the cop. Didn't look at her.
Didn't want to acknowledge the tears dripping off her chin. The lump in the

pillow poked me in the ribs.

"Martin." She used the back of her hand to brush her cheeks, wincing.
"He's not going to be coming here anymore."
I should have been mad, but a bubble of joy threatened to explode out
of me. Exploded and swelled into fear as I realized what that meant. No
Martin. No money. When I slumped back, the gun stroked my neck. I sat up
straight, held out my book.
'Tm studying, Mama. Just like you asked." I thought she'd leave, but
she just kept standing there.
"He's dead, Dante. Martin's dead." She sobbed once, clutched her
stomach, forced herself to straighten. "I'll have to pick up extra hours at the
hospital. I can leave the twins at the day care there, and Adrienne will have to
stay home by herself."
The barrel of the gun jabbed my back. "What happened?"
"Somebody shot him. At the deli. Took his lottery tickets and the keys
to his car." She pulled her shoulders straight, took a deep breath. "You'll have
to get a job, D. After basketball season."
Across the hall, Adrienne rocked back and forth, her shadow staining
the slim opening each time she moved. The twins slept on, snoring quietly on
their blow-up mattress. I looked around, at the magazine photos of distant
islands push-pinned into the drywall. I wondered what it would be like to
swim in the ocean.
"If I don't practice year round, I won't be good enough to stay on the
team."
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"This isn't about you now, D. We have to eat, pay the rent." She rested

her head in her good hand. Then she stepped forward, cupped my chin and
kissed my forehead. "After the autopsy, we have to call the funeral home."
She shuffled down the stairs, each step a slurred surrender to the night
and the loss of another dream. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I pounded my
thigh with one fisted hand. With the other one, I reached for Candy's
package. When I looked up, Adrienne was standing in the doorway.
pretended to rearrange the pillow.
Adrienne crossed her arms, hugged herself close to keep from shaking.
"You think whoever shot Martin's gonna come after us?"
I shook my head. "Go to bed, Adri. We got school tomorrow."
She tapped her foot, quick, nervous staccato beats. "You gonna work
for Candy?"
"I gotta get some sleep." I cut my eyes at the clock on the wall. Almost
midnight. Outside, the streetlight faded on and off. The bulb was burning out
agam.
"I talked to him, you know. After church last Sunday." She put her
hand on her neck, twisted one dark curl around her finger. "Said I was gonna
be a looker. Said if you played ball with him, he was gonna protect me."
I grabbed her shoulders and shook her hard. "Don't talk to him. Don't
think about him. Ever. I mean it."
"I'm
pulled away, tapped her foot. "I don't want to be
like Hoots."
I stood by the window, watching the flicker of shadows over the road.
"You're not gonna be like Hoots. You and me, we're getting out of here, gonna
be something else. Something better."
Adrienne looked around, turned away, her words trailing, comet-like,
as she went into her room. "How? How are we gonna make that happen when
this is what we got to
I waited, until Adrienne stopped tossing in her bed. Waited, until no
muffled weeping drifted up from my mama's bedroom. I used her phone to
make the call. When Candy answered, I swallowed hard and whispered, "I
know what you did."
A curse. A long pause. ''I'm coming over. You better be waiting."
Connection severed. When I closed my eyes, all I saw was darkness.
Ice crystals danced in the night, coating the sidewalks with a fine, slick
film. Far above, through the clouds I spotted Vega. To the west, Aquarius was
pouring his water over the heavens. Picking up a rock, I ran my customary
route to the basket. Except this time I jumped at the streetlight. It only took

"What?" I

one heave to shatter the glass. The light went out for good, throwing the road
to the park and our house into deeper shadow. Then I put on my gloves.
Retreating to the front steps, I released the safety. I didn't know how many
bullets were left. All I needed was one. Snugging the gun into the juniper
bush beside the door, I sat down. In my head, the squeaking of tennis shoes,
the slap of the ball against the pavement turned into Candy's voice, cold and
demanding. Shoot!
As soon as I asked the question, heard the answer, I'd know. And then
I would.

scared, D." She

work with?"
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A Study in Grey
by Sarah Doebereiner
I am laying agonizingly still. Each breath is guarded. I cradle it

tightly in my chest and let it slip away and disappear into the
blackness. Moments pass. Just one more breath. Everything is out of
place. Or is it I who am out ofplace and everything else is normal? My eyes
swoop around the room. Silence. Darkness. The calmfeeds the chaos in my
mind. Heart races. Muscles ache with tightness. I could do-something,
something more than bounce around the blank walls of my restless
mind. But, no. It's nighttime. Time for disjointed quiet. All the world is
sleeping. All the world but me.
Inside I am screaming, but I don't understand why. My life is typical.
Each day is different and each
Wake-eat-school-leisure ...
day is the same. They all run together after a while. I can go all day long,
but when I am alone Ifeel like clawing my eyes outjust to break the
monotony. I don't understand it myself, so I don't expect you to understand.
Atfirst everyone will be sad. They'llfeel guilty and cry and miss me.
But that's not the point of this. I know how it works. Days will pass and
shock and sadness will dull. The first day they don't think of me will be
marred with guilt and relapse in sadness. Then they will think, wasn't that
day better, the day I didn't think of her? Maybe it's ok to stop being sad. And
once that thought invades their mind grief unofficially ends. Once in a while
something will remind them. But no, I'm not so foolish as to think time will
stop. It will only stop for me. That is the point.

Whatever else.

Melanie read silently to herself. She wondered how many drafts of this
letter she had planned out. This was the first time she had allowed herself to
actually set the words to paper. She read it again. It sounded a little preachy,
and there were more errors than she realized. Part of Melanie wanted to
rewrite it to be more pristine. She wanted it to be perfect. The dark ink
against the sheer white paper was beautiful somehow. She wondered if
tacking a 'goodbye' on the end would help it seem more sentimental. No. She
decided she liked it as it was. The words should be flawed. Perhaps even a
maybe suicide itself was becoming a cliche. It didn't
matter though. The letter was a way to finalize the decision in her mind. She
signed her life away at the bottom of the page. Now, it was official.
Her eyes fell in and out of focus. It felt like her body was sinking into
the mattress, as though a weight was pressing down against her petite limbs.
She looked at the empty pill bottle on the nightstand. Suddenly, she was so
very sleepy.

little cliche. Nowadays
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The sun rose the next morning. Melanie didn't get up when her alarm
chirped. She didn't splash water on her face, or comb through her thick
brown hair. After a while the alarm gave up, and turned off. The sun shined
in her window. It nestled against her grey-toned skin.
She was slumped face-down into her pillows, breathing gently. She
forced open one eye. It was a long time before she got up. She ran her hands
over her arms. They were pale and clammy. She didn't feel sick. She firmly
jabbed her belly. Aside from being somewhat bloated, everything seemed
normal. It didn't hurt. She weighed the options. Life didn't always seem so
bad while the sun was up. It was just another day. More of the Goddamn
same. She balled the note up and threw it next to her. It was the story of her
life. A few moments passed. She couldn't leave it like this. She took the note
back out and un crumpled the edges. It ripped a bit. The signature at the
bottom was laughing at her. The perfectly white page was shadowed in
wrinkles. She inhaled deeply and let out a sigh.
She missed class already. It didn't matter. Nothing mattered. Her eyes
were too dark. A little concealer wasn't enough to mask out the grey tones
still clinging to her skin. Someone would notice. Someone would intervene.
Smearing cold, blobby jelly onto a toasted piece of bread made her
begin to cry. The ribbed edge of the steak knife was flaking off chunks of the
once fluffy bread. Crumbs jumped from the edge of the counter to the floor.
Why did she pick such a poorly suited knife anyway? The skin on her hand
looked blotchy. Grey-green-blue. She couldn't quite decide. But then, she'd
already come this far.
She went back to her bedroom and found the wrinkled note. She set it
on the table and carved lines into her flesh with the knife. The first were
shallow, on her legs for practice. Her heart was beating quickly. The pain was
a rush, like being drunk. Little nicks here and there made her feel in control
of her body. It gave the pain festering inside a place to bubble to the surface.
She began to relax. It felt so right. Bolstering her courage, she took a few final
swings on her arms. Blood poured from the wounds in gobs. Thick, dark
globs.
The note was marked with a few spots of blood, or jelly. It was all
starting to look the same to her, just more of the same. She reached to save
the paper, but then quickly backed away. Her hands and wrists were
dripping. She rummaged in the drawer for a moment. It was much less
peaceful than a moment ago. Cast off from every motion soaked into
everything. This requires too much thinking.
Damn internet dosage chart, she thought to herself. Everything was
harder than it had to be. Finally she let out a tired, yet, victorious sigh and
withdrew some tongs from the drawer. She moved the note to the fridge and
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carefully stuck a magnet to it. She sat quietly on the floor. The words on the
note were still legible, weren't they? She read them once.
I know what it says, so maybe I have a blind spotfor the places that
don't make sense. She tried to read over it again, but everything seemed dim.
She could only make out the outlines. Finally, peace from all these little
details. She smiled sweetly into the blackness.
It felt like hours passed. For a long time she couldn't move. She
opened her eyes and looked around. There was blood everywhere. It was
setting firm. When she finally lifted her head clumps of hair were glued to the
side of her face with crimson spackle. She looked at her arms and tugged at
the torn skin. It separated easily, but no more blood bloomed out of the
opening wounds.
She crawled to the bathroom. It left a slug trail behind her. Her brow
was furrowed in an angry scowl. Every few yards she stopped to pound her
worthless palms into the floor. She tore at her hair and clothes, but her
fingers wouldn't always work. She rubbed her arms. Rather than wipe away
the mark of her failure, it smeared it. Covered in failure. Wait, Melanie you
missed a spot.
The mirror waited patiently in the bathroom. She opened and closed
her hands. They wouldn't close all the way. The girl in the mirror was ragged.
One eyelid was propped open a crack even when she tried to relax it. There
was no color to her face. Her eyes looked glassy. No matter how many tears
she cried, she
them clear again.
It was supposed to be simple, peaceful, quiet. Like everything else her
expectations fell short. She had come so far. Her body was worn. Her mind
hinged on the edge of shattering. Surely, it was almost time. It was harder
than she had thought. Hesitation made her miss her mark. Overthinking
made her underestimate modern medicine. She wrapped her arms around
herself and rocked slowly back and forth.
There were some things that were sure to work. A gun, which she had
already ruled out because it made a terrible mess. But shit look at the place
now. The police would come. An investigation would be conducted. Oh right,
the note. It was more important than ever. She wandered back to the kitchen
and grabbed it off the fridge. It was a mess too, nothing like the perfect sheet
from last night.
A fire might hurt other people, and the note surely wouldn't survive.
The most effective methods were a little scary. She wondered if her body
would panic and try to save her again. The body is capable of amazing
things. It has to be today. There was no hiding all the blood. Even if she died
from her wounds, it could take hours or days to finally expire.
had to be
all or nothing now.

couldn't wash

No, it
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There was one surefire method that you couldn't back out of even if
you panic. The thought of it frightened her terribly. Her battered hands were
shaking when she tied the knot. It was slow work. The tips of her fingers were
numb. She began to hyperventilate when she set up the stool and fitted the
strand around her neck. The cord was strong enough as long as her
improvised knot held out, and it might not. It was the best she could do in
her current state. She used a long sleeve shirt to tie her hands and stepped

one foot over the other through the loop her arms made. Stretching that

much hurt her wounds.
I should try to have a really solid.final thought, she mused. Her mind
went blank. Melanie searched for something. It didn't have to be perfect, just
something to take her focus. Blank. Empty. She didn't have any more
thoughts left. That's nice, she decided. A good conclusion. When she kicked
the stool backwards it slammed into the closest leg of the kitchen table. Her
note fell on the floor and wafted into the dust and dirt. Melanie pretended
not to notice. She opened her mouth to suck in a breath. Nothing came in,
nothing came out. She bobbed like a worm on a hook. Her neck craned
unnaturally sideways.

The end.
Except, it wasn't the end. Melanie dangled on the edge of the room.
Her eyes were already open. Suddenly she could see again. Panic. It washed
over her like a rising tide until it completely consumed her. Thoughts came
too quickly to decipher. The contents of her stomach rose into her throat, but
stopped at the knot around her neck. She wasn't breathing. She felt herself
not breathing. The oxygen parched lungs in her chest were burning up to
ashes. She wiggled her feet helplessly. Her body moved enough to bump
against the walls.

What the hell is going on? Her body was too damaged to move much. Her
arms were carved and lifeless. The gentle curve of her neck was frozen in an
unnatural twist. Her fingers were numb. Her skin was cold and grey. She
tried to remove her hands from behind her back. The cord was strong.
Swinging her body made her neck twist farther.
I couldn't have survived this. This was her end game: her last ditch
effort. She wriggled as much as she could against the bindings. So, just what
the hell was going on? There were too many possibilities. Zombie
apocalypse? A twisted dream? Overdose coma? Hell? She couldn't get down.
As Melanie hung, she saw the note on the floor and scrunched up her
nose. It was ruined. It could never be any better. She tried to curse, but her
voice box didn't reverberate. Either it was crushed or there was no breath to
pass through it. She flailed as much as she could at the note. In that moment,
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she caught a break, and her already loosening knot slipped free and she fell to
the floor. Standing up was much easier than getting down had been.
Her head wouldn't straighten. One eye wouldn't close. Both hands
might as well have been stumps at her sides. The skin on her arms had begun
to peel away from all of the exertion. Her throat had collapsed. She couldn't
breath. Couldn't speak. But none of that had stopped the day from coming.
Another day. Just more of the God-Damn same.
The end.
One eyelid was propped open a crack even when she tried to relax it.

The Fire Outside
by Lonnie Dixon
A silent silhouette sways in the shade of night. It whispers, muttering
a sweet soliloquy dampened by the trees. I cannot hear its pain or joy. I
cannot tell if it breathes emotion. Its eyes, shaded by the mask of darkness
wander around. Its silence is deafening as I await its sharp cry. Something
rustles to my left. The silent silhouette prances gracefully into the shade of
the forest. A flickering light dances in the moonlight. It breathes. Its energetic
body happily moves suspended by a cage. It feels free but yet is confined in
such a small space. My feet step back and my body follows. The bright stars
guide my dim heart back to my dark cave.
As darkness slowly fades to light, the sun kisses my cheek. I remember
how gloomy this place is. Cobwebs and dust keep the old wooden furniture
company. A silence hovers over this place. My cold hands brush off the covers
of my blue blanket. I walk towards the kitchen where all I see is empty chairs
at an empty table silently whispering amongst themselves. The dark wooden
floor whimpers as I tread to the sink. The pale white walls watch while I drink
a glass of water. A crisp cackling creeps into the house interrupting the
silence. It's him.
I haven't seen him since yesterday dancing in the cage. I gather the
courage to step outside. My shaky hands push for their freedom. The door
swings open. The grass gasps for help as the fire scorches its body. Smoke
billows into the crisp air. He should have stayed in the cage. Now he is lost. I
dodge through the patches of grass the fire spared. The scent of gasoline is
noticeable on my dark blue clothes. Sirens whale in the distance. They're
A familiar fear rushes over me and I start to sprint. I feel lost. I
feel like I've just opened up an old memory haunting me from the past.
The sun beats on my body hammering away what energy I have left. I
manage to make it to the road. There's a gas station not far from here. One
foot in front of the other is all I can think of. The sirens come closer. My heart
beats faster than
racing to get me. The roar of the engine gets
closer. I can make out the headlights of a car. The withered grass that
surrounds me, watches as a man gets out of the car. The vehicle looks
familiar but I can't remember where I've seen it. The silhouette of a man
appears out of the cruiser. He shares my brown messy hair and rugged beard.
His sunglasses hide the anger in his eyes. Everything happens in a blur and
I'm carried off. The strange thing is I don't remember being in the back seat. I
feel as if I were driving myself. As he drives away I glance down looking at my
tattered dark blue clothes and inspect the scars I don't remember getting.
Fire trucks rush past us. Memories past by me as I see them outside the
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window. A few minutes later and I pass out. I awake to find myself with
dozens of eyes staring at me. They glance at my slightest movements.
Somehow this place looks familiar. My ears overhear the words arson and
asylum.
"You should have just stayed inside the cage" a man in uniform yells.
That phrase is all I remember. Moments pass and I find myself in a
small room. Markings in red pierce the white walls in the corner. I can feel
myself moving closer. The walls draw me in by their ominous presence. A red
pencil lies in the dark cold corner afraid of the world. Words and drawings
appear along the walls. I should have listened. It is my handwriting after all.
After thinking about it, I don't even remember how I got to that house
why I was there. The only thing I remember is my fascination with fire. Hair
rises from my skin and my hands shake. I must have started the fire again.
A lurid bang reverberates throughout the hallway slicing its way into
every cell. Keys rustle and voices chatter. The swarm of people buzzes past
me. They target a person a few cells across from mine. The swarm flares a
whirlwind of hatred towards the poor man. He begs for them to stop. The
white pale floor stained with fear stay silent beneath him. The swarm sling
venom up and down the halls. The frail bars shiver as the walls tremble.
Movement and vibrations drive the people mad. Venom comes closer to my
direction once more. Their eyes gawk at mine. Stingers ready they open my
cell. I step back. My body quivers intro a frail wool ball hiding in the dark
corner. Nothing happens. I look up to see them gone. My legs shake as I
muster the courage to peek into the hallways. The halls remain silent. Tall
white bars stand in place guarding nothing but hollow people. A dash of
sunlight spreads in a little area in the middle of the hallway. It gives a sense
of false hope as I look around and see everyone on the ground. I stretch and
notice something jingling on my waist.
The keys to freedom are lying in my hands. They look familiar but I
can't recall where I've seen them. However, I remember the writing on the
walls. Maybe I am supposed to be here. I lift myself up. I skulk around like a
paranoid goblin creeping through the asylum. Silence is the only thing that
remains. I look around to see if I can find anyone but they are all silenced. I
notice another familiar looking set of keys on a rack. I grab them and tread
out the front door only to be greeted by blinding sunlight. I see the same
black and white car that I was carried away in. Maybe this is my time to start
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the passenger's seat through the back of the window. It glistens on the hot
seat. I pick it up and notice the badge number looks familiar. It might explain
why I'm wearing a worn out uniform. In fact, I think I was the one the driving
away from the house. I didn't hear the sirens wailing, it was my heart.
Scared to drive I go back inside. I look down at my bag and its nothing
but large rocks. I tremble. I travel back to my cell and notice something
ominous. Skeletons and cobwebs mark where the people had been. I cannot
tell if I am living in the past or present. It all blurs together. The pale walls
guide my dim heart back to my dark cave. I close the cell door behind me and
go back to my corner. My eyes widen as I see a cut out from a newspaper on
the other far corner. My name is sketched into the headlines. My mind
scatters as it tries to gather the information that the policeman charged with
arson was me. I don't remember much of the house or the outside of my cell
anymore. Slowly, I walk back to my other corner and sit down. I whisper,
muttering a sweet soliloquy.

over. I go back inside towards the kitchen to see if there is anything I can
scavenge. The people that were at the front desk are missing
well. In
fact, I don't see anyone. I grow nervous. I sprout vines of fear and confusion.
I find myself back to the cruiser with a bag full of food in hand. I unlock the
trunk and find a large gasoline jug completely empty. I notice something in
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Repeat
by Jerrod Boitse
"Ow, fuck, would you take a hit? You're burning my finger!"
"Mmhmm." Janelle took a long drag, making the dancing flame sink
into the pile of greenery in a multi-colored glass bowl. Ryain released the
little red button, extinguishing the light.
"Do you feel it yet?" Janelle grinned.
"I don't know, what am I supposed to be feeling?" Ryain's eyes closed
and he thought. "Kind of like, you're in slow motion and everything else is
speeding up. It makes you feel... happy? Or, well, blissful, I guess." He
glanced up at Janelle who was holding a meaningful gaze. H e bit his lip and
leaned away from her, his heartbeat made itself
fumbled with his words, "you have really random thoughts and you get
hungry, you know, munchies."
Janelle let out a sigh. "How could I even be hungry in a graveyard at three in
the morning?"
"Well you don't have to have the munchies, it's just a possibility."
"Did you get accepted to LU.?"
"I see you're already having those random thoughts."
"Oh my god, shut up, it's not random, we're graduating in a month."
She brushed the hair from her face. "Is Rain going to be stuck in Colddell
forever?
Ryain hated being called Rain. It wasn't his fault his parents were
hippies. He insisted people call him Ryan. The common miss pronunciation
of his name irritated him. Janelle calling him Rain didn't bother him so much
though. To her, that had always been his name, since the first time she said it
wrong as kids. He also understood people's confusion; Ryain Grothaus was a
weird name. "No, I haven't heard back from them." Ryain lied. There was a
pile of unfinished college applications hiding under his bed. Ryain turned
away, wanting the talk of his future plans to end. Janelle could always read
him like a book, sensed his discomfort, and started playing on her phone.
Ryain enjoyed smoking weed. His head felt crowded and he was glad
to step out of it every now and again. It was a chance to not be Ryain. He
could forget about the past few months that seemed to be the worst he had
endured this far in his life.

known. "And," Ryain

The idea of spending thousands and thousands of dollars just to

hometown, which was in the shadow of Chicago. As much as he enjoyed the
security his parents brought him, he wanted out. There was just the problem
of trying and failing. Change was craved but never satisfied. He had only ever
lived in Colddell. His peers were fearless, tying their shoes tight so that they
could run as fast as they can from this forgotten town. Ryain was just having
trouble finding comfortable footwear.
"So why did you take me to a cemetery to do this? Aren't there security
that comes around here?"
"Yeah, but I don't know, it's calm here. I've also never really seen a
security guard come through this late. You going to Ballville State?"
"Yup. I can't wait. You have to come visit me when I get there." She
scooted a little closer to Ryain.
His hands started accumulating sweat. He pulled out a cigarette and lit
up. She rested her head on his shoulder.

"I need to leave by three today, Mom."
mother asked while handing a customer a receipt.
"You know we always get that last minute rush and Kate already called off."
"It's for Janelle's grad party; I'm not missing it." He walked around
the counter to stock up on sage since it was running low. Why are so many
people buying this shit, he thought.
"Aw , I alw ays loved that Janelle girl, you two would make a great
turned a subtle shade of red as he ignored her comment.
His Mom continued, "And are you totally sure that you don't want a grad
party, dear? I know that none of your potential colleges have gotten back with
you but you know they're probably up to their noses in applications. You still
have time, it's only July."
"Yeah, no Mom, it's really okay, I doubt I'll get in any school." Mrs.
Grothaus smiled as a few new customers came to check out. Ryain glanced at
the window to his left into a blistering hot day and was thankful the
temperature in the shop was much lower.
Gold light leaked through the window to his right, spilled onto the
ground and covered his feet. It was so familiar to be standing where he stood.
The past few months of his life was filled with uncertainty and depression yet
he took solace in the fact that he was home and constantly met with comfort.
Stocking his parents shop with magical bullshit kept his head clear and heart

"For what?" His

couple." Ryain's face

prolong high school was practically the lighter to his marijuana. He had what

numb.

some might call seniorities but not to just finish school. He just wanted to be
left alone. There has always been a permanent position for him at his parents'

Once Ryain finished stocking the sage he approached the window to
see passerby's working towards goals and ambitions, something he had never
done. A faint warmth met his face. He squinted as he peered through the

Wiccan shop; The Finite Collection. This shop was located in the heart of his
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glass. There was nothing Ryain really cared for, maybe he just had not found
his niche or maybe he would die in the shop in this town without anyone
knowing who he was. Someone he knew from high school was with their
mom and entered a school supply store across the street. The sight made his
stomach turn with guilt. He glanced at the clock and saw that it was only a
quarter past one.

The heat radiated off of the passing pavement as Ryain sped down the
road. Artificial frigid air blew light brown hair out of his vision. It seemed
that the townsfolk had all retreated to the safety of indoors to beat the heat.
Driving through the usually more busy roads was unusually simple. Janelle
lived on the far end of town in stalks of soy and corn. He dreaded thinking
that her party was going to be outdoors and he would have to brave the heat,
yet there was probably more playing into his feeling of dread.
Ever since they met in his adolescence, he's had a strange fondness for
her. Ryain didn't understand the concept of love because he had never felt it.
To be so involved in another, to give someone your all, to make living
impossible without them was something he couldn't wrap his mind around.
Though he would never admit it, he questioned if he ever even loved his
mother. There was truly nothing in this world that he particularly cared for
except for her. Janelle was the only one whom he wanted to spend time with
but something was amiss. Maybe the media blows the feeling of love out of
proportion with sunsets and fireworks. Everyone must feel their own way
when it comes to such a powerful emotion and maybe this was his. Maybe
there were no sunsets and fireworks but weak coffee, nine-tofives, and paper
cuts. It was also possible that he was trying to convince himself that he wasn't
a sociopath. She had been the only person that ever made him feel a hint of
anything.
Ryain slammed on the breaks almost missing Janelle's long gravel
driveway. He was so distracted with his thoughts. He felt that he had created
more questions than he had before. He drew a long breath, opened his door,
and let the chilled air he had accumulated dissolve.
There were a lot of faces Ryain recognized from school. There was also
an older looking crowed that appeared to be her family. Her family lived a
very different life than Janelle and her parents. They resembled people that
seem to be coming back from or heading to the gas station for brown bag
liquor. There was a cloud of cigarette smoke surrounding them. Mullets and
Harley Davidson clothing made Ryain's eyes roll as he passed them.
Alcoholism runs in her family and it actually had a strong grip on Janelle's
father. Ryain kept walking and noticed that the party went inside the kitchen
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and that he could save himself from melting. He climbed the wooden patio
stairs while navigating his way through a swarm of people.
The layout of Janelle's house was familiar; he had practically grown up there.
Her home was a ranch style, only one floor but very long. The kitchen held
the newest appliances and a freshly waxed wooden floor. With Janelle's
family being the way they are, her immediate family ended up doing all right.
He saw Janelle talking to what appeared to be her grandmother and the sight
made a faint smile flash across his face. He quickly grabbed a Diet Coke, sat
in the back of the room, and watched.
Janelle's sundress fit her physique perfectly. Her hair always turned
into a lighter brown as the summer months past. Her complexion did the
opposite of her hair, transitioning into a deep caramel color. Her hair curled
at the bottom and fell to her shoulder blades. It seemed almost unfair that
she never needed braces or any kind of acne treatment. Somehow she
skipped the ugly duckling phase of life. He became very aware of his
heartbeat. He took a sip of Diet Coke and tried to remember how to breathe
normally.
There wasn't a whole lot that he could offer her. He was struck with
normalcy. Nothing about him really stood out. His grades embarrassed him
and being an outcast at school wasn't something to brag about. He had been
smoking cigarettes since middle school and picked up pot just a year prior to
his senior year. Ryain wasn't sure what she saw in him but he knew she felt
the same way he did. Maybe it was the fact that they lived in a small town and
only knew Colddell that kept the spark alive between them, however faint it
was. Maybe she saw something in him that he couldn't. He was running out
of time. Once she moved to Ballville State University, she would move on.
She would come out from the shadows. The world would be able to see her.
He would lose her.
Ryain went unnoticed for a long time. No one he knew came over to
talk. He even had a chance to grab a plate full of room temperature food and
a second Diet Coke without anyone acknowledging his existence, he wasn't
even sure if Janelle knew he was there. He was very content with not having
to make small conversation. He kept himself busy by watching her.
Eventually, Janelle ran out of people to talk to and surveyed the room
for a little break. Her eyes met with Ryain's and relief swept over her.
She made her way to him. "God, save me."
"Making some good graduation money, huh?"
"This is not even worth it," she sighed, "Anyone sitting here?" Ryain
shook his head. She took the seat. "So I got some interesting news. I just
found out that Colddell University is giving me a really great scholarship. I
mean, I'm actually really considering it. It's just, I kind of need a little bit
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more of a reason to stay here." She became fidgety and starred into her lap.
He watched her little thumbs spin around each other. The room became
silent and Ryain could only hear her. Is this it? He thought, should I tell her
how I feel. Does she want to stay behind to be with me? He gazed over to the
mute crowed, he watched them talk to one another, laugh; he couldn't hear
them at all. He looked back to her, her thumbs had stopped moving, and her
attention was on him. "So, do you think there's any reason to stay here?"
His hands were trembling," I, I'm not sure." Contrary to having two
Diet Cokes, his mouth was surprising dry. "Ballville State University is a great
school." What the fuck are you saying? These words echoed internally.
Her eyebrows came together. "Are you sure?"
"Yes."
"Okay, thanks for coming today, Ryain." She got up and left, leaving
her sorrow behind and went to talk to her other guests. Ryain could tell that
he probably didn't appear like anything was bothering him, but on the inside,
his heart was broken. That was her giving up. That wasn't what he wanted to
say. A flurry of emotions had taken over. He wanted to cry and he wanted to
understand why he had no control over what he said. He wanted to rip all his
hair out. He wanted to explain to her how he felt. He wanted to not be scared
anymore but mostly he wanted to apologize.
Ryain left her grad party shortly after that. Janelle and he had little
contact for the rest of the summer.

Ryain zipped up his jacket and headed out into a chill autumn night.
He made sure that the back door to his home gracefully glided shut creating
minimal noise. He jammed clenched fists into the pocket of his hoodie. The
sound of crunching beneath his feet was only muffled by the sound of leaves
being scrapped against the pavement as they blew by. There wasn't a soul in
sight. The town was asleep. The wind made him realize how cold his tears
were once they started rolling down his face.
He was heading to Tindall Bridge to make a decision. Almost everyone
in his graduating class was gone, beginning their life, and moving forward.
Ryain just couldn't take that first step, he was perpetually moving sideways.
His mother discovered his unfinished college applications under his
bed and got very upset with him. His father said he was disappointed.
Disappointment hurts. Janelle had since moved on, meeting a guy within the
first month of attending Ballville State. Communication with her quickly
turned to nothing. Ryain didn't really speak to anyone. Which is one of the
reasons he was at this bridge, it was just high enough for him to be
something, to be remembered, to be missed.
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Ryain hoisted himself onto the guardrail and balanced with the help of
the large wooden pillar that maintained this ancient structure's foundation.
He peered over into the black water below. It was shallow. So maybe he
wasn't going to amount to anything, maybe he could just be that one kid in
town that killed himself. He could live in infamy for a few months, even
years. Ryain could escape normalcy, he could make a difference, even if he
wasn't there to experience it.
He didn't feel the need to leave his parents a farewell note or anyone
else for that matter. He did leave a note for Janelle. He left her a hand written
letter on his bed for his parents to give to her someday. Everything that he
had felt for her was written out for her. He was relieved to get it off of his
chest and tell her what he was too afraid to say at her grad party. He let go of
the pillar and stood without any assistance.
But again, fear took hold of him and he was reminded of his inability
to ever take a first step. He lifted his foot but was betrayed by the other one
that remained rooted to the spot. He took a deep breath and braced himself.
He tried to clear his mind. He closed his eyes.
He was so lost in the emptiness of his head that he didn't notice that
his hair started to flutter wildly. He wasn't sure if the wind was to blame.
"Ryain stop!" A woman's voice echoed around him.
His body tensed and he opened his eyes, he had not jumped. He spun
around gripping the wooden pillar next to him. "Janelle?"
''Come on we had plans."
"What plans? What the fuck are you doing here? He paused to let the
sobbing spill out of his chest. "How, how did you know?"
"That you're dead?"
''I'm not dead."
She shook her head ever so subtly while turning her attention through
the ground she stood. He turned back over the ledge and looked down. There
he was, face down in the water, motionless. He stared for a while, hoping for
some kind of movement. He was gravely disappointed.
"Don't pay to much attention to that. Come on let's go."
He wiped his eyes and climbed down, it was hard to breath. "Where
are we going?"
"To the graveyard, we're smoking tonight."
"Oh yeah,
lied, which calmed him. He checked his
pockets and realized he had what he needed.
"And we won't get caught
"No, security guards to don't come around this late."

that's right." He

will we?"
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Ay esh a Al exa n der

R em ember M e

Heaven has a place for people who still write letters to their lovers.
I have been reading these books with old covers that make me look smart to
strangers
When I am around someone I like, I die like falling, like ripping and I will
swear
I hate you I hate you so much that I am dripping all over these pink petaled
flowers I picked for you when I was thinking of all the ways you could love me
I like to draw hearts on the side of my math notes on the days when my

anxiety has kept me up past 3am

You ever notice the way people get desperate to make connections with other
people like in all those little movies in my netflix queue

Our conversations with the moon were never as connected as I made them
out to be in my head

Jerrod Boitse
Hiding
Ancient light aimed for the dinosaurs
but got the two of us instead.
The stars think they are late
but I think they came just in time.
Stumbling light revolves in your iris
until it loses momentum.
It falls asleep and stains
your eyes in a perfect mess.
The sky is full of the living and the dead
and I couldn't tell you who was who.
It's black or it's white;
The night sky is a holey blanket.
You blend yourself into the deep.
We camouflage into the earth.
The stars would never know we
Were spying, the stars would never know we are hiding

You will remember me as a non-lover, odd, and maybe a little crazy
Remember me when you are flipping through all the books I made you read
and you find my writing in between the pages with the underlined words
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Kalea Gore
The Cage

Open your eyes to darkness,
Heavy and deep
Open your eyes and wonder,
How long did you sleep?
A hazy light from above
Shines down to where you lay
Illuminating iron bars
Forcing you to stay
A cage, a cage
A cage holds you captive
The bars stretch on every side
No way to escape the Wait
Is that-?
Yes!
A sound from the darkness
Low and bass
Vibrating the bars
Rhythmic and pulsing
Thump
Thump, thump

Thump, thump

I am trapped!

Thump

Trapped inside a living heart!
Kalea Gore
In the Forgotten Library
A candle flame at night
The only source of light
In a corner
In a room
Rest the souls of ancient men
Abandoned by both kith and kin

Thump
Thump, thump

The rhythm is familiar
Almost as if - but no it couldn't be
You drop to the floor
In the ghost light
The ground is red
Strong but flexible
Like thick layers of elastic
Lifting your hands
They come away wet and sticky
You find the source of the light
Lightning strikes without thunder
Chase one another over distant walls
You spy movement
A mobile portal
Thump, thump

--------(

Open
Close
Thump
Thump, thump
Open
Close
Thump
The rhythm is familiar,
The portal,
The walls
AndyetHow can this be, you shout

A candle flame at night
The only source of light
In silence
In solitude
Faded memories cast in ore
Covered over with grime and gore
A candle flame at night
The only source of light
In blood
In tears
Smelted words forged from fire,
Flames of madness and of ire
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Brandon North
A candle flame at night
The only source of light

After Spring Rain

Injoy
In pain
Remembrance of triumph and woe

Solitary morning tears
on the new magnolia blossoms

In sagas ended long ago

hanging for the surging creek
that rises with rebirths to be.

A candle flame at night
The only source of light
In youth
In age
Unbound tales of knowledge claimed
Hard won wisdom caught and tamed
A candle flame at night
The only source of light
In life

A youth stands on the muddy banks,
soft as the earth that becomes,
while the grey light is silent
for Spring's callous guarantee.

Brandon North

The Poet in Rodin's The Thinker

In death
Left forgotten in a room
A desolate, dank, dusty tomb

Rodin's sculpture is only a poet
when lording over the tortures of others.

A candle flame at night
The only source of light
In time
In due time
Dawn will come, the shadows wane,
And ancient souls will rise again

Standing at the gates of a man's hell,
his sincerity will not be questioned;
but find him alone, in fruitless gardens,
and even angels are tempted to die
if they should become paralyzed by choice,
a statue animating God in thought.
My mouth lowers to my knuckles, leaning
into the damnation of my poem.
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Kelly Ludwig

Kelly Ludwig

Cairn

Windows

Rocks make their way to shore
in the title's receding current.
Old stones act as a
guide for those who
are meant to interpret them.
Walking on the gravel beach,
I patiently construct new
guides to lead your way.
You have the code
I made it just for you.
Some lean left and some
lean right. High or petite
they are all for you.
Map set and ready,
my waiting begins.
Somewhere along the way,
the track loses you.
Long grass reeds sway in the cold
ocean breeze and conceal my sculptures.
Unwilling to seek anymore,
you leave my signs unread
as a mystery for others imaginations.
As the tide rises the pebbles drown,

taking away pieces from my map.
You never find me.

The wind blows my window open,
trying to tell me something.
Look out it says,
Look out the window.

I move.
Move to the unknown.
The cold meets me,
My mind races back to the warm
covers of familiar fleece.
Safe and warm.
My body wanders toward the
window's oak frame.
Open
Ready.

I look out to the dark night.
Nothing to see but the beckoning ebony,
its stars,
its whispering pine trees.
Its silence.
It's broken by movement,
a single leaf falls,
the last leaf.
It says it's time to move on
like the seasons.
My body moves back to the covers.

While my mind wanders back to the window
Cautiously.

Elizabeth George

Sarah Doebereiner

ARuse

Crushed

In a room full of fools.
Conversations that disturb the flesh
and confuse the mind.
From this nonsense, I elude to another time
when no one assumed
and expectations were few.
Nonsensical words fly to each corner
of the wall and seep
through that tune none can recall
but many recant.
I stare at the hairs of the clock
waiting for noon, but the moon
has not rested.
Eyes closed, ears forcibly opento people with ties that I'll
never be caught in.
My ghost shies away; never wishing to
be addressed.
But it refuses to fade.

Elizabeth George

Funeral
Hazy cliffs that puncture the clouds, and
a violet sky that collects faces.
Things constantly change.
A person is here, there,
everywhere, then gone.
Shadows absorb the daylight.
The ground feeds off fears,
the air- polluted with dark desires
I suffocate on this place.
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Behold the sword of selfish pride
Pierced ever in the heart and mind:
Those once adored
Now gashed to shards.
As a bird with hollow bones

So the dearly loved do perch
Unaware that arrogance
Comes forth with open hands.
Then sit-silky, soft, and sweet
Until the sword comes down
To scatter dreams like feathers
And break an angel's wings.

Kegan Sickels

Of you I think less and less,
and that maybe you are more of a mess
than I thought myself to be.
What happened between you and me?
.. .I don't know what happened.

Opening Night
I shed a tear
as I face a fear.
Stage fright
on opening night.
I am not ready to play pretend.

As I watch the curtains flow,

I take my bow
and forget you in the lights of Broadway.

As I stare into the light,

I know something's not right.
I begin my soliloquy
and feel a part of me
of which I had once been ashamed.
As the curtain rises,

I am surprised as
the crowd shows empathy.
So, I thought I'd let you knowI'm no puppet in your show.
Because you manipulate
and you don't articulate
your plans for us in the end.
I thought we were intact,
but in fact we were an act
in your self-enveloped play.
I see that come what may,
we were meant to be forsaken.
On, the show must go.
My emotions overflow
in these words it hurts to say:
"My heart was bared.
You never really cared.
And my biggest regret
is that we ever met.
I thought I was your friend."
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Anne M a rie Fin fr o ck

Modeled

after Hamlet's soliloquy:

Forbidden Color

Artist Portfolio

To be or not to be - that is the question:
Whether 'tis nobler in thy soul's own eyes
To turn blind, conforming to a societal prejudice,
Or take the hand of one of thine own kind
And by bonding, shock them. To love, but live No more. As one's whole life would change.
And those who see, in vain, end all support
That they hath provided - 'tis an obstacle
To rise above. To love, and live To live, in relief by being. Ay there's the idea,
Where, in honesty, one may be true to himself When he hath snuffed the fear of his own being,
He finally breaks free. There's the liberty
That makes those few so brave.
For who would bear the snares and scorns of patrons,
Fists of anger, discrimination of highest regard,
Fragility of a new heart, the heart's loss in labyrinth,
Words of broken glass, and eyes
Like pins to a bloat balloon, dreams bursting these do make.
When he himself his life could take
With a scared silence? Of whom would bear
To wear a mask of affection, in his dark reality,
Unless the dread of a new reality,
Where not many have achieved matrimony,
May outweigh the smothered contentment
Of secret desire beneath?
The fear of isolation and difference
Makes a mute of us
And thus we are forced to exist in the mind's limbo
And our hands remain longing for another.

all-
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13 Gate

by Matthew Garrett
"We found one, Bert, and it's still intact."
He couldn't believe it. He held the phone against his ear with his jaw

hanging open for at least a full ten count. Ray didn't even respond to her
calling him Bert.
"Do you hear me, Bert?"

"Yes, Pearl," Ray said, "did you say mostly intact? Where? Who found
it? Locals?"
He could hear her inhale as she took a long pull from her cigarette.

"Well, sort of. It's up in the hills in West Virginia, Eastern Ohio region,
near Wheeling. Bobby found it. Swears he saw it first hand," she replied.
Bobby, thought Ray, damn. He was just an intern, hadn't even

completed his bachelor's degree yet. Ray could guess what the frat boy was
doing up in those hills.
"Moonshine territory," said Ray.

"Yes, but if he's right, Bert, think of the possibility. This could be the
last piece you need for your thesis," said Pearl. "Are we going?"
She was right, of course. Ray couldn't say no. This was what he'd spent
the last six years since the Great War working on. His doctoral thesis
revolved around those strange constructions he had come to call gates, and to
find one, mostly intact and in the States no less, there was only one answer.
"If the Anthropology and Archeology board approves, we're a go,
Pearl," Ray said. "How soon can you get there?"
"Dr. Jensen has already given his approval and I can catch a train
tomorrow morning. I'd be in Wheeling by dinner time, Bert."

Ray looked at his pocket watch, "Since I'm already in Ohio, I'll catch a
train out there tonight. I'll have Bobby take me out in the morning and then
come back for you."

"Okay, Bert, be careful, those moonshiners don't care for outsiders
much unless they're buying illegal booze, and who knows how many G-men
are out there trying to find those illegal stills. I'll see you tomorrow night
then," said Pearl.
''I'll be fine. Don't bother trying to come up until daylight," Ray said,
lighting a cigarette. "And Pearl-"
ea .
"For the love of Christ, stop calling me Bert."
Pearl giggled into the phone as Ray hung up. He stood up from his seat
on the motel bed. He hated Pearl's nickname. His given name was Raymond

Y·.h?"

Tanner, but he supposed that if anyone had a right to nickname him it would
be Pearl. After all she'd given it to him when he'd taken her to her first gate.
They had been picking through the ruins of Persepolis in Persia when
a band of angry natives thought they were part of the occupying British. The
War to End All Wars had left many displeased with the results. Pearl didn't
know whether to run or shoot, but Ray kept calm explained they were
students from the States and just wanted to study the ruins. By the time all
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was said and done Ray had even ended up with a couple of souvenirs, a nickel
plated cigarette lighter for himself and a very lovely scarf for Pearl. She was
so impressed she got the lighter engraved BERT- Big Easy Ray Tanner.
He flicked his ashes into the tray and picked the phone back up to call
Bobby, so he could relay the plan and a list of items for Bobby to acquire.
Once Bobby knew the score, Ray threw stuff in his old army rucksack; a
change of clothes, shaving kit, a few books incl uding his own journals, and

his old army pistol, a M1911 Colt .45 with an extra magazine and a box of

shells, just in case the moonshiners decided to cause trouble.
Ray was out the door by the time he finished his cigarette and on the
train to Wheeling an hour and a half later.
Ray woke with a start, cursing his throbbing head. He had finally fallen
asleep and Bobby woke him by finding the deepest pothole on the gravel
road.
"God dammit, Bobby, are you drunk? Jesus, that hurt," said Ray.
"Sorry, boss, roads are bumpy back here," the scrawny lad replied.
Ray reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a cigarette. His
lighter clicked open and he sighed as he took a long draw. He hadn't gotten
much sleep on the train and there was no way he would now with all the
jostling and jolting. He looked at Bobby through the haze of blue smoke. His
eyes were clear and neither the car nor the kid smelled of whiskey. He was
slight, unlike Ray, and wore his hair slicked with pomade and a narrow
mustache. Maybe the kid had lain off the booze after all. Bobby had done

exactly as Ray had instructed, gathering tools and supplies before fetching
Ray from the train station. Bobby was a good kid when he wasn't drinking.
"How much further?" Ray asked.
"A few more miles, boss, then we have to hoof it."
"Who told you

about it?"

Bobby proceeded to tell Ray a tale about how he came out to buy
moonshine and the old salesman, one Ol'Mac, told Bobby stories about

witches and ghosts that gathered around the standing stones out by Mac's
cabin. The strangest part was that one of the standing stones was an arch
covered all over in strange writings. Bobby told Mac he wanted to see it and
Mac, thinking Bobby wanted a look at his stills, refused until Bobby offered to
pay five dollars to the old codger.
"I swear to God, boss," Bobby finished, "it's a gate, and damn near
whole."

They came into what Bobby called a town and Ray struggled to even
call a village. The road ran straight through and the only buildings were a

church without a steeple, a filling station with a single gas pump, and a
general store. There were no houses in sight and the only person was a

leathery old bag of bones that sat on the porch of the general store. This area
French, British,
early 1800s.

had been settled well before the Revolutionary War by the
and of course natives before that, and the buildings looked to be from the

Bobby slammed on the breaks, "That's 01' Mac, boss. He'll take you up
for a ten and said you could use his cabin for twenty. You sure you don't want
me to stick around?"

"No," Ray said, exiting the car and grabbing his ruck and some of the

things Bobby had purchased, "you go get Pearl and bring the rest up with you
when you two get back."

It was better than Ray could have ever hoped. Six columns, each fastened
from a single piece of stone lined the approach to a large cave mouth.
Standing about ten feet inside the cave mouth was an arch, covered in
symbols and signs that had been carved into the stone. The stone was
polished smooth and warped as if a great giant had softened the rock and
twisted it like ringing out a towel. It was missing a thin strip of stone perhaps
eight inches wide and three feet long that ran diagonally across the top. Ray
could've cried, instead he lit a cigarette.
He was reminded of his first gate in that French mausoleum near

Reims, where his lieutenant led his squad to hide from the Kaiser's howitzer
barrage. Those damnable guns had already reduced the nearby church to
rubble and were trying to lay to waste the rest of the area. The Germans had
known Allied forces were near and did everything in their power to destroy
them.
He had come upon it by accident, volunteering to make sure the
bottom level of the crypt was clear. He had been brave or stupid back then, he
wasn't quite sure which. There it stood in the center of a room ringed in
burial alcoves, right where the most important sarcophagus in the whole

crypt should be, the left side broken off at knee height and the right reaching
up to the point just where it started to arch across. Ray had been fascinated
by the monument. His squad rode out the artillery attack there, unscathed; it
seemed the damn thing was lucky.
Ray walked right past the columns and into the cave opening. It was
very large, fifteen to twenty feet, and half again as wide. The yawning mouth
of the mountain, Ray thought. He set down his bags and let his cigarette
dangle from his lower lip while he retrieved his flashlight. There was daylight
left, but it didn't reach all the way in. He ran his hand through his greying
brown hair as he clicked on the beam and scanned it left to right, then back
left. There they were-the bodies. There were always bodies. One of the three
grinned up at him while the other two lay half buried by rock at the rear with
large holes in their skulls. That was new. Usually all bodies were much closer
to the arch and the skulls were generally intact. Smiley, as Ray thought of
him, didn't have that same trauma, but the missing hunk of the arch lay
across his neck.
Ray couldn't believe his luck. He thought he saw something shine on
the ground near Smiley as he picked up the smooth stone, but there was no
time for that now. 'The sliver of stone slid into place perfectly. Ray could
barely see the seam where it had broken.

***
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Ray spent the last few hours of daylight brushing the etchings clear of debris
and copying them into his journal while Smiley grinned at him. He took a
short break to gather firewood. He planned on sleeping in the cave. 01' Mac's
cabin had been more of a shack and a rather unstable looking one at that. It
wouldn't be the first time Ray had slept on the ground, likely not the last
Ray sat by the fire just inside the cave mouth smoking cigarettes with
his books and journals scattered around him, desperately trying to break the
code of the symbols etched into the gate. Without that understanding all he
had to offer about their purpose was a best guess. That wouldn't get him his
senior faculty in Boston already thought the gates were mere
coincidence. They joked he still had shell shock from his time in Europe.
Ray thought it was some sort of ritual doorway for sending the dead to
the afterlife or sending sacrifices directly to the gods. That was the
impression he got from what little he could find in the libraries at Oxford
after the War, but there was nothing concrete. He had found them on every
continent except Antarctica now, this being the thirteenth in all. All so very
similar, the twisted stone, the writing, and the remains. Was there a religion
that tied everything together? The Roman Empire and Alexander the Great
before them appropriated gods and religion from other cultures. Hell, some
believed the God of Muslims, Jews, and Christians were the same deity.
Could this be something similar, just older? There was nothing cultural to
link them though, and therein was the biggest part of the mystery.

P h D . T he

"Hey there, Smiley, you couldn't give me a hint could you? No, no, of
course not. I understand."

Ray stood to stretch his legs and walked out to the cave mouth. There
was something strange about those remains; he would have to have Pearl
take a look. She was the specialist on bones. He strolled out among the
obelisks and the moon hung full and heavy in the night sky and fell toward
the horizon beyond the columns. A chill wind rustled through the greenery
and caused Ray to glance over his shoulder.
It couldn't be.

Where the moonlight struck the columns the crawling inscriptions lit
up with silvery light. Ray rubbed his eyes. He looked to the gate and within
its confines a pale luminescence had started to form. Ray rushed over to it
and turned to face the moon. Sure enough, as it dipped beneath the horizon

the upper half aligned perfectly with the interior of the arch. A damp wind

with an odd odor washed over him. It was not the cool mountam breeze he
had felt among the obelisks. The archway was now filled with milky white
.
Ray reached for a cigarette but his hands were much too shaky to light
it. What to do? The decision was already made. He tucked the .45 into his belt
and grabbed his tool kit and flashlight. Then, finally able to get his cigarette
light.

lit, he took a hit and stepped through' the arch. For many mmutes, Ray knew

He found himself in much the same place, save for a few notable
differences. First, the skeletons were gone. He saw absolutely no sign of
nothing.

Smiley and the others. Secondly, the mound of rock that the other two
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skeletons had been buried under was gone, replaced by a smooth cut tunnel
leading down into the darkness-and all of Ray's gear was missing. .

Ray clicked on his flashlight as the damp breeze washed over him

again, this time stronger. It carried with it a questionable stench and the famt
sound of voices. It came from the rear of the cave where the tunnel beckoned.
Ray moved deeper into the cave.
The opening was narrow and winding with slick damp steps leading
downward. Ray kept his flashlight trained on the steps and one hand on the
wall. He could tell by touch that it was like the gate, smooth, but not twisted
and carved with that same dreadful writing. The voices grew louder as he
went, pounding in his head, giving him a headache. The language was
unfamiliar but sounded guttural and foul, speech that was never meant to
pass human lips. The stench grew, too. Brackish like the sea mixed with
rotten vegetation and just a hint of something metallic. The rockets and
bombs of the Great War were as loud and death in the trenches had made
him used to foul odors, but if it got much worse Ray might actually retch.
Ray didn't know how long the descent lasted. He tried to check his
watch but the hands had seized up. Winding didn't help. It seemed like days.
It seemed like seconds. The strange chanting kept pulling him down and
twisted through his head. As he reached the bottom of the steps he found that
he understood.

"Come Mother of Darkness, Mother of Night."
The cavern spread wide before him, a great cathedral of limestone lit
dimly by orange light spilling from metal braziers sitting atop tripods. Four
people knelt before a hideous stone altar that was covered in a viscous fluid
that ran down the sides in irregular rivulets. Beyond the altar was a massive
lake, shiny and glistening like volcanic glass. The only disturbance upon its
the pale hump that bobbed a few feet from the shore while an
elderly man in a shabby white wig and long brown robe looked on. Those that
knelt were dressed oddly as well. The two men wore knee breeches with
heavy coats and tricorn hats. They even had buckles on their shoes. The
women wore long dresses with high necks and bonnets. Ray also saw a pile of
items stacked near where he stood: saddlebags, an old lantern, and two old
muzzle loaders, complete with powderhorns dangling from rawhide thongs
from the first musket's barrel. Straight out of colonial America.
It was at this point that the robed man saw him. The man's eyes were
wild, with mania or fear Ray could not tell. He pointed at Ray and screeched.
"Trespasser! He does not belong here. Swiftly now, grab him before he
upsets the ceremony. We may yet appease the Mother by giving him to her,"
the robed man cried.

surface was

"Shit," said Ray, drawing his .45.

All four stood and turned to face him. What the hell was going on?
These couldn't be moonshiners. The robed man kept shouting at them to
seize him, but they seemed wary of his weapon. He flashed his beam into
their eyes and almost laughed when they jumped back. It was ludicrous.
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"It's a flashlight," Ray said. "You know, runs on batteries, useful for
spelunking. Look, I've just lost my way, didn't mean to disturb you. I'll just go
back up to the arch and be on my way."

T
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a
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bemg open m a questioning lilt before the robed man spoke again.

"You defile the home of Mother Night, strange one. We will cleanse
her altar with your lifeblood," he turned to the two men, "Take him,
brothers-now."
"Don't make me plug you," shouted Ray.
They decided to call his bluff. The men advanced slowly fanning out to
come at him from both sides. He saw one of the women crouch down and
fling her arm forward as she immediately stood back up. Ray cursed as the
rock struck his hand causing him to drop his flashlight. He raised his other
hand and shot a round into the air. They all froze, even Ray, the sound had
not echoed and amplified as he expected. Instead, it got swallowed.
A look of pure joy erupted onto the robed man's features as he
shouted, "You see, brothers and sisters? She comes," though his voice seemed
muffled as well. "She comes to the Gate of the Moon, which now lies open so
that she may spread darkness and entropy across space and time."
The Gate of the Moon? Space and time? The thoughts died as he saw a
disturbance on the lake. The foul stench multiplied a hundredfold. The only
reason Ray didn't vomit was because he was simply too terrified.
The pallid form that had been floating in the water was now gone,
replaced by an undulating shadow, long and thin like a serpent. Quicker than
thought, the shadow serpent shot forward and encircled the waist of the rock
thrower and jerked her toward the water. The movement was so violent Ray
was sure he saw her neck snap, but sound was still muted. More of the
shadowy serpents rose from the water and Ray saw that they were less
serpent and more lamprey. Eyeless, slick and wet from the lake the cords of
shadowy substance ended in circular mouths like the bells of trumpets, filled
with endless rows of glistening white teeth. The cavern started
the quake was noiseless. Ray swore he saw the robed man conversmg wi th
the creature. It was one horrid thing. All those eel-like appendages
terminated at a slime-coated mound that was pulling free of the pool and

to shake, but

toward shore. Ray screamed and fired the remaining six rounds in his .45.

The robed man pitched forw ard across the altar. Ra y turn ed, snatchmg the
musket and powder from the wall and fled blindly back up the damp stone
steps.
. .

Again, traversing the stair seemed endless, this time all the more
because Ray ran, stumbled, and clawed his way up without any light to guide
him. He cried out wi th joy when he stumbled at last mto the light shed by the
Gate ofThe
the Mother
Moon.
,
of Night? What the hell was that? He knew he couldn t let

it pass the gate though. He knew with all his being he couldn't let that
happen. If he did it right, though, he might be able to go back home. He

scrambled up the side of the arch using the carved runes for hand and toe
holds. He snatched his rock hammer out of his tool kit and scraped and
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cursed and dug away until he had a hole about an inch in diameter. He
reached into his kit and jerked out the quarter stick of dynamite that he kept
for unusually stubborn rocks and jammed it into the hole. Then he uncorked
the powderhorn and began a trail of gunpowder down around the loops of
twisted stone.
This thing was a gate to the afterlife alright, and that nightmare from
the lake was what would send you there.
He heard them on the steps. He jammed his spare clip into

the .45 and

racked the slide to chamber a round. He reached for a cigarette. Only one left.
Silouettes in the doorway. The man and woman, their eyes glassy and
movements jerky like marionettes. He raised the pistol and fired twice. He hit
the woman in the gut and the man in the face. An unearthly keening deafened
Ray as the man crumpled and one of those vile, toothy eels snapped back into
the darkness. The woman came on, and he could see the tentacle attached to
the back of her head. His last five bullets took off the top of her skull. Green
fluid and brain matter splashed the walls. The keening intensified, driving

Ray to his knees and causing the whole hilltop to shake and buck. He hoped
the gunpowder didn't shake loose. He tucked the .45 back into his waistband

and picked up the musket. He'd never fired a black powder weapon before.
His lighter snapped open and clicked twice before he lit his last cigarette. Ray
took a long draw and-nothing, all this running about had broken his last
smoke. Ray didn't close the lighter. He let the flame stay even as far too many

lampreys squeezed their way into the room, rows of teeth flexing. He pressed
the lighter against the gunpowder and stepped once agam mto the pale light.

Pearl threw down her cigarette butt and mashed it under her toe. She wanted
to know where Ray was and she wanted to know right now. She and Bobby
had found no sign of him at the cabin and now at the cave they found only his
scattered possessions and the remains of a campfire.
Bobby called out to her, "Hey, Pearl, you see that? Over there in the
remains?"
Pearl walked over to where Bobby now crouched, next to the remains
with a fully intact skull. The one with a piece of the arch crushing its neck.
"How old would you say these bones are?" Bobby asked, voice
trembling.
"Judging by the condition my best guess without lab work would be
somewhere in the neighborhood of a hundred to a hundred and fifty years,
colonial settlers, maybe. Why?"
"Look."
Pearl followed the line of Bobby's outstretched brush to a bit of
tarnished metal that the remains held clutched in one hand, almost fused to
the bone. Pearl felt light headed. It couldn't be. The small silvery piece of
metal was a worn cigarette lighter, aged by at least a hundred years, but
clearly engraved with the letters BERT.

The Lord and His Men
by Joshua Cigrang
Devil done have a decent work I suppose. Probably not anything
novelfor here. I tell you. Ere a man kill another man, a man has to see
something in that other that he ain't ever seen before, it has to scare him.

I stare out at it striding August dried thistle grass in a collection of
claps. The beast's shoeless hooves splayed and crooked like a retarded child
with blocks of wood for shoes. Best at stomping those brittle brown weeds in
that same noise. Clap. Clap. Clap. Every so often, it will pop a limb that has
fallen onto its path into the air. Something like warm thunder. Thoroughbred
Pa had bought in the spring, thing wasn't even broken in yet. Stud, too, and
Pa made sure of it. If it's a stud, he'd said to Ma, stud done more good for
putting coin in your pocket then any other livestock. Though, I hadn't seen it
used for breeding yet. All it does is run the fence line west, turn around with
its head in the air and ears to its nape, and run the fence line east. Sweat
turned to foam in the valleys of its muscles, running down its legs and then
tossed back across its belly. Its sweat recycled itself in this circular like
fashion with each lap it took. The beast cost Pa more then our cottage house.
I think he just didn't know what to do with it once he bought it. He was
always like that; doing good for the family but then leaving the good out in
the pasture to burn beaten paths beside the fence line. Don't think he
reckoned with it not a day after he bought it. I liked to watch it run the line
though. Probably caused a few missed meals, perhaps a few dozen, but I still
liked to watch it run that line. Back and forth. Back and forth. If it'd rain that
day, that's when it'd run the most. I'd watch it, my hair in vessels across my
brow in root like tangles with the rain, and it'd run fast down the line of
posts. Soot be up to its breast and it'd be blowing steam from its nose;
taros. It'd run so fast I think it'd topple over the corner of the
fence or try and jump it. No, it'd always stop a few strides short of collision,
its front hooves digging deep into the spraying mud and clay like a
locomotive throwing sparks in a brake. Monstrous creature it is. Muscles
swim across its pelt in shifting measures as fire in air. It gallops past the blurs
of posts and trees in cinematic abstractions.

corrida de

The stud stops at the edge of the warped fence a few dozenyards from
where I sit. Perspiration runs zig zag down the sculpted reliefs of its legs. Its

tail tosses anxiously as if children were fingering at it. And he looks over at
me with those charcoal eyes that are disconnect with one another. One of the
hind legs twitch repeatedly and then he snorts phlegm across his broken
hooves and onto the road he had been forging the past three months. He
looks away and turns; his body forming to a liquid and no longer a solid. He

charges towards the east corner. Clap. Clap. Clap. I hear a scream from the
cottage house behind me and leave the beast to continue it's maddening

insanity. I walk the hill past the well and up to the house. I ve made my own
worn path from the pin to the house, around a hundred yards long.
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The house is a cut rectangular wooden box made from cedar. You can
tell what's been patched around the walls because the old wood is a lot lighter
from the bleaching the sun does. A few years back a bit of the west wall was
hollowed from mites and replaced so now there's a large square of smooth
novel wood against the works of the ancient cedar still standing from the first
construction. It has four rooms. Parallel windows on either side punch square

holes right though the space so you can be standing in front and see

behind it. Ma

picturesque cut landscapes of the barn and back pastures
made
real nice curtains - sky blue; a bit lighter than denim - but they're always

tearing
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your bread around a few times to look for holes before you eat. The house is a
real scratch against the existing cracks in the dirt of the Laredo Texas acres.
I climb up the porch and pass by the chains that dangle where a swing
once hung. With swift effort I climb through the right window and enter the
house. The curtains pull in with me and lay across a side table. Pa is sitting at
the dinner table as he always has since I could remember. He sits there,
watching his family quarrel through the ovals of smoke that wisps like the
blue curtains in the breeze. His hair is combed back smoothly with sweat and
his eyes are grey. I sometimes wonder, when he sits for hours, if I'll see a
black worm leap from one of his dead eyes. And his mouth will fall open as if
the worm was the screw to the jaw's hinge.
I have two brothers and a sister. I'm the youngest; the age of ten, born
my sister, who's only twelve. She's named after Jesus' mother
from the gospel and I think she's as innocent too. My oldest brother, Sawyer,
is twenty. He's been working with pa since he was Jedediah's age; fifteen.
Jedediah is the second oldest brother. He would work the fields with them
but he's not so smart. Ma got real upset once when I called him stupid. I
never knew why though. I call Sawyer stupid and she won't even reckon with
whipping me. I guess it's 'cause Jedediah actually is stupid. He's even getting
taught how to spell words my sister can recite from heart. The worst part of it
all, he actually looks stupid. His eyes don't always seem like they're working
in his favor. We'll be at the dinner table, closing our eyes in prayer, and he'll
be looking out the window at something. Once he killed one our chickens for
no reason at all, really. Cut the hen up real good with one of Ma's knives.
We're not supposed to talk about it though. Ma started fretting over him ever
since then. Pa never seemed to mind. I don't know what pa does mind to.
Been like this since I could remember. Our kin is nothing more then a scratch
in the cracked earth of Texas. Just like our house. Just like that beaten path
out front the beast burns every morning.
"It's like I'm saying. He's watchin' and tearing and running no where
in his head. He's no more then an animal in the thicket," Sawyer yells. "You
ought to kill the dammed."

in 1921. Then
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Sawyer is speaking to Pa. He hates my father, I know it. Sometimes I
think I hate pa too. Sitting, watching and thinking. Never caring to do more
then enough. He's like a shell now; a cracked and dried out egg with only
yellow stains on the interior to prove it's age and that it once had purpose.
Sitting, watching, thinking and smoking. Most days now pa sends Sawyer to
tend to the chores. He claims he's tired again.
Ma is standing, Mary's room behind her. She takes up the entirety of
the doorframe. I've never seen her cry before, though I know there's been
plenty of opportunities. She's a strength I've never seen; in life and with
others. She's the solidity Pa has no more, and with the beauty of dark
statuesque persona, runs a silver lining of love I do not see anywhere but
from her spirit. I think she almost wept when pa bought that horse. She
didn't though. She's crying now, her face red and running like burning wax.
One hand grips the hem of her dress so fierce her knuckles are white.
Sawyer is pacing the room, he's tall and thick. He's terribly handsome
to me. He drags his long blonde hair back from his eyes continuously. All us
boys have blonde hair, got it from pa. Best thing pa ever gave us, ma would
say. Only thing pa ever gave us.
In the right corner Jedediah sits in pa's rocking chair he made a few
years back. His hair is cut short, crudely; matching his pants that he outgrew
last year. He told ma he wanted his hair short so she went at it with shears
and ended up making a mess. But there he is again, staring out the window at
something. Perhaps the horse. His right bare foot taps in rhythm with
Sawyer's anxious pacing from one end of the room to the other. Pacing in a
line from one corner to the other.
Sawyer stops when he sees me; "Go play
to that
horse you like."
I look past him at ma, wondering if she wants me to stay. She's got one
hand over her mouth and that same grip on her dress. She's staring at Pa
while he does nothing.
I leave through the door this time and sit down on the porch. I hear
Mary in her room, closed off from the chaos. My heart beats against my shirt
and I feel the pulse in my forehead. The heat coming up from the dust and
the rocks burns my face. I want to cry but don't even know why I would be
crying. It's like when you lay down at night and you feel your cheek damp and
you don't even know what's aggravating your eyes. I've never seen ma so
upset, I've never seen Sawyer so

outside. Go'n back

angry.makeup as if...
"You sit and you stare at this
you are an audience, "
the open windows. "Free of
rSeaswypoenrssibvioliictye,"cohnet'sineuxeasspcleeraartetdhrough
. His words
barely breaking through the ti. ght

knot that has formed within his throat.
It's ma who replies to him, not my father. "You makin' it out like this

easy for us, Sawyer." From the broken words I can tell she's retracting her
emotions the best she can. "No one can expect something of this, and they're
both yelling. They're both weeping from the inside.
I fold my legs to my chest and bite at my knees. I hear the horse

yonder pounding and clapping away at that soil. Clap. Clap. Clap.
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mute. You fool."

"Speak, pa," Sawyer yells. "Speak. Speak. Speak you
I hear footsteps, sudden and multiple. There's a crash of splitting
wood; a crack like bone, a squeal of wood against wood.

"He tore her clothes. His sister's clothes. He pissed on the dignity of a
family. That monster. That wretch.''
Jedediah is a ghost.
3

I know pa is in Sawyers hands. I know Jedediah is still watching out
the window; looking at something. He is on trial I know. It's like when he cut
the belly of the hen; the blood caking his hands and his face. He cut into the
body of the hen for a reason unknown to me, but the action was more
impulsive than it was missioned. It's a twist in nature and something more.
Something like what he watches through the window, something real to him
but invisible to another. A sixth sense past what we believe to be true. A
poison in his blood that bit at him every night when he lay awake looking up
at the stars through the chinks of the roof. It was something that came in the
night; a vessel in disguise as a brother. The ghost had marked itself in anger
and took whatever it had been coveting. He had taken his sister without
boundaries and left her alone in the night, her flesh exposed with the blue
light of the moon across her chest and beaten legs. It was a ghost that could
travel in and out of dark rooms, in and out of consciousness. Nothing more
then an accumulation of deceit and unwarranted affection for what we found
to be closes to us. And I do not know what is to come of it.
Sawyer wept from within the house. His cries were muffled so I
assumed his face to be in the shoulder of another. "My mind is set on it." He
cnes.
"She is alive by the will of God, that's we can be thankful for." Pa

finally spoke, softly and patiently. "We'll take him to town."

"But so is he. So is Jedediah. He's alive."
There was a moment of silence. For the first time in a few hours I hear
the animals crying and I can smell the sun melting the grass. The heat seems
only a few moments away of setting the house to fire and burning my family
away with it. The silence moves and is replaced with footsteps. I hear my
mother cry out and Jedediah is pushed through the front door a foot from
where I sit. He trips and his body bounces down the four steps of the porch
and into a cloud of yellow dust. Sawyer follows, Ma's hands on his shoulders
trying to pull him back into the cottage. I jump up and, eyes stinging in my
head, crawl through the left window and into Mary's bedroom. Outside I hear
the porch squealing under Sawyer's feet as he steps down the porch. Clap.

Clap. Clap.
Mary sits on her bed. Her hands are folded and her eyes are on the wall
where the violence hid behind. She wears ma's old dress because the other
had been torn. The dress Ma had worn when she was a child. It was old but
the warm red color still remained and it was beautiful to me. She holds me.
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She closes her eyes and I run my hands through her hair. I twist the strands
around my fingers and pull lightly, releasing the hair back from my grip and
across her shoulder. I close my eyes. I roll her hair around my index finger.
She feels different to me. Her hand lays on my back so soft it feels as if she
isn't touching me at all.
Outside I hear my mother crying. Mary pushes me off her and onto the
floor. She lays down as if she wants to sleep. I walk to the window. I can see
the stud pacing the far fence line past the well. The reflecting heat from the
hill line blurs the beast into a dark apparition that moves back and forth.
Back and forth.
Jedediah crawls with his hands out behind him, kicking at the dust
towards Sawyer. Ma is held by Pa. Sawyer waves his arms and sleeves as if his
shirt had been wet. He combs his hair back and then it falls again across his
face. He kicks at Jedediah and his foot lands on the small of his brother's
back. Jedediah bends and contorts with the pain, holding his back with one
hand and with the other he reaches out to his brother. Sawyer plucks a stone
from the worn path. Ma screams and Pa runs towards them. The stone falls
onto Jedediah's face with the force of Sawyers grip. The air around the house
cracks like a whip with the sound. Behind me Mary bends and kicks within
her bed. Pa pushes Sawyer with a surprising strength sending him through
the air and landing against the sill of the well. Pa now wrestles with Sawyer,
both kicking and knocking the earth into the air in a cloud of dust that soils
the color of their clothes. Ma sits down beside the still body of Jedediah and
weeps.
I jump through the window unnoticed and down the curved cutting
road Pa uses when taking the wagon to town. Jedediah is a ghost.
4

The town outside Laredo we trade from is no more than the
normalities of what ma claims to be the 'necessities of a man's life' but I never
understood. The buildings all lean like we live on a hill but the ground is flat.
The town supposed to be bigger but most of it is surrounded by caliche that

made its way above foot so the shops all sit in a circle; in a puddle of the only

dirt around. Walk a few minutes past the post office and you start grmdmg
your toes on rock. It's the first time I've been to town alone. I think the people
who live around here are fish.

I stop outside the pharmacy and look through the clean glass into the
front shop. I see the silhouettes of men sitting, watching and smoking. The
clerk is moving back and forth behind a counter with a top worn smooth. Two
men sit at a table, shifting in their chairs, tapping their plates with forks and
talking with one another like adults do. I walk back and forth in front the
push door figuring out what I want to do. I don't have money so I can't buy
anything to avoid conversation. I know the clerk's eyes are on me; bumbling
around on his deck. I don't look like no one from Laredo and I know it. My

shirt is soiled in sweat and dust and my feet are bare against the splmtermg
wooden steps. Laredo boys are clean. There are no ghosts from Laredo. .

They're live fish, swimming and churning cool water. Our fish are off white
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and motionless atop hot dirt. I kept thinking though. Kept thinking about
that rock Sawyer laid down. The way Pa's eyes didn't move and the way Ma's
did. I kept wondering what Jedediah was always looking at through windows.
Probably nothing. Perhaps that horse.
The door opens with two men in knee-less trousers left; picking at
their outward teeth and wincing at the new born sun. I enter with the
swinging of the door and never touch it.
Inside it smells warm of sweat with a quiet undertone of sweet like
molasses or a sting of peppermint. The sheriff sits their watching, smoking
and talking. He's a gauntly man, but aren't we all. Aren't we all just dead fish
on hot dirt. His face is the color of leather but it seems to be a bit softer under
the eyes. His cheeks bare a blanket of small crevices and dives. Scars from
when he was a younger man and his face had sores from uncleanliness. He
has an elbow to the table while two other men sit talking with him but i doubt
he is listening. His eyes are down at his empty plate with steak sauce smeared
across it as if a carcass had been cleaned from it a few moments before. With
a fork he pulls patterns in the blood and salt mindlessly. He wears a tan
uniform and a golden badge hangs haphazardly from his chest pocket. The
fish keep talking.
I stand staring at the table, at the group. I feel the clerk facing me,
waiting for me to do something. That's his job though, to watch for the fish
who aren't doing or buying anything so he can encourage them to do so.
"I saw a man kill someone ere noon," I say. The men continue to talk
but the sheriff looks over at me and stares, his elbow still resting on the table
and his head still hanging from his hand. "I saw a murder." I say louder.
The men hushed themselves. One shook his head the other laughed.
They say their goodbyes to the bored sheriff and leave. The clerk watches the
dead fish sulk out back into the baking sun.
"Can I help you, son?" the clerk asks. He is fat with a gut that pushes
against the counter when he talks. He is fat for a dead fish. I ignore him. "Boy
where's
asks. "Aint you Dell's boy?"
The sheriff just watches me, as if waiting for me to answer his
questions the clerk is asking for him. He smiles when I look at him. Only Ma
does that.

your father?" He

"Wait on the poor boy, Adonias." The sheriff finally speaks.

"What would you like, son?" Adonias, the clerk, asks me. I turn to him
and see that he is surrounded by shelves full of jars. The jars all hold different
things; different colors and sizes. There are candies and dried meats. There
are discolored liquids and spices. All the jars have white labels across them.
Some of the labels are yellowed with age others are novel white.
"I don't have no money. I just need to talk to the sheriff," I say.
Adonias shrugs and gestures me towards the sheriffs table. I turn and sit.
"Adonias why don't you wait on this boy?" The sheriff asks.
"No money, no service."
"I have a tab," sheriff says. "Let's get this boy some of that vanilla ice
cream your wife makes. She's a good woman

for it."
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Adonias leaves the front and into the back; his shoulders bumping the
trim of the door frame as he exits.
"How old are you, boy?" sheriff asks.
"Ten."
"Your Pa Dell Burn?"
"Yes, sir."
"Then I know your Pa. I know your family," sheriff says. "Dell's good
man. Haven't seen him ere awhile."
Adonias pushes back into the front with a small bowl. He drops it in
front of me and then takes sheriffs empty plate.
Adonias turns to leave but sheriff stops him. "Adonias, where did you
get your glassware from?"
"Sheriff?" the clerk says.
"Your bowls," sheriff refines.
"Laredo."
Sheriff leans back in his chair. I sit waiting with a bowl of ice cream
melting in front of me. The air is so warm I can feel the cool from the dessert
across my face.
"I've been eating lunch here for about ten years," sheriff continues,
facing Adonias. "I sometimes get your soup."
''Yeah, you do," the clerk agrees.
"I remember years back when you used to get no more than a few
customers a day. Back then you didn't need so much glassware."
"I supposed that's true, sheriff."
"You had bowls, but you had to buy more," sheriff says. "Back before
you doubled the amount of bowls you used to imprint the name of your
pharmacy on the inside bottom of the bowls."
"Years back, yes."
"So now you have half your bowls, that look just like the the other half
from an outward appearance, that say the name of your pharmacy. And the
other half are bank."
"I suppose if you care to know something like that, yes," Adonias
replies.
The yellow ice cream within the white bowl has collected its solidity
within the middle of melted vanilla liquid by this point. But I continue to
listen.
"So exactly half of your bowls has been imprinted while the other half
is blank," sheriff claims.
''Yes sir."
"Thank you Adonias I won't distract you from the rest of your
customers anymore." The pharmacy is empty.

The confused scaled fish corpse of the clerk shuffles back behind the
counter and back into the business of nothing. I scoop the half melted ice
cream and begin to eat.
"So you saw a murder today?" sheriff asks.

.
I cough at the temperature the dessert holds; ""Yes sir.. " The ice
cream
is half gone, the bowl half empty. In my head there is an angst that runs back
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and forth in a beaten path from one side of my skull to the other. Clap. Clap.
Clap.
"The murder was within your family, was it not?" sheriff asks.
''Yes, how did-"
"I know your family, son."

I finish my ice cream. The bowl is empty. I look down at it's concave
description and see the imprint of letters across the glass. It says Adonias

Pharmaceutical in plain block lettenng. Som e of the letters seem to ru n wi th
the vanilla cream still lasting at the bottom. I have to scrape at the bottom, as
the sheriff had with his plate, to properly read it. I recognize the clerks name
but the second word is too large for me to understand.
"The bowls wager a fifty-fifty chance of me guessing what is at the
bottom," the sheriff says. I open my mouth to tell him but he stops me with a
tisking sound he makes with his tongue. "Don't tell me, not just yet."
"Alri ht."

"Ir yor brother killed someone," sheriff interrupts himself with a

Adonias goes to the back through that door frame that barely fits him.

I stare at the bottom of the ice cream bowl and silently read what had
condemned my father of his artificial crime. Pharmaceutical.
I leave the bowl still. "Jedediah touched my sister in a way Pa didn't
like. He tore her clothes to get there, I guess. Pa was real angry, he moved
real fast like," I say.
Sheriff Leans back. "Devil done have a decent work I suppose.
Probably not anything novel for here. I tell you. Ere a man kill another man, a
man done seen something in that other that he aint ever seen before, it has to
scare
Adonias emerged once more. "Sheriff, he's ten for good God's sake."
Sheriff stands, his ribs making shadows in the sides of his uniform. He
reminds me of My Pa in some ways; ways physical and only physical. "I
reckon I should take you on home now. Reckon I need to have a word with
your pa."

him."

cough. "If your brother Jedediah killed someone, the bottom of your bowl
will be blank because it is the novel bowls from Laredo. If your father killed
someone, it will have the imprint that reads Adonias Pharmaceutical"
I roll the bowl around in my hands as if it had taken on a much greater
value than its porcelain worth. For the moment, the bet had taken my mind
from the cracking noise the rock had made and the clapping form the hooves
of the beast and the way Mary had pushed me from her onto the wooden
floor. It involved the ghost of Jedediah but no longer did the misery he
carried affect me. It seems to me to be sheriffs burden. It was a wager of dead
fish. We cake the dried dirt with the rainbow color of our scales.
Sheriff leans back and rubs the thistle of his unshaven chin. Perhaps
he is thinking or perhaps he is watching how I act with the bowl.
"Let's see the bottom," sheriff says.
I turn it to him. He reads the font aloud.
"Is this true?" he asks.
I think for a moment. The clerk to my right is filling another jar with
an oddity my mother could claim as a necessity. He stops when he hears his
name being read from the bowl. He sets down the jar. I know he's been
listening. I have.
"Yes. M y Pa killed Jedediah ere noon. Ere noon like I said when I
came
say.
"'round eleven o'clock?" sheriff asks. Adonias fills the rest of his jar
and puts it neatly on a shelf just left of the labeled glass that reads Pork Ear.
Sheriff glances over at Adonias and he hurries himself back to work as
if he hadn't been listening. Sheriff leans towards me. "When I was nineteen
years old my Pa done put me in with the law. My Pa was killed three months
after by disease. Aft er m y Pa died it wasn't fo r sixteen years till I was placed

in here," I

as proper sheriff. After I done that, year was 1923, I had already sent three
m en to their deaths. It's dam n near im possible for som ething like that. I done
it. Now it's '31 and only God and I know what I've had to do."
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Bill Freedman

The Viewing
When you packed to leave,
this time, you said, forever,
and closed the suitcase cover like a coffin lid,
I asked if you would leave it open
that I might make it known
your pleated lemon yellow blouse and ankle length print dress,
the one with white and orange mums like suns
that stopped exploding just above your calves,
the underwear that with your combed wool navy skirts
and moonless night black jerseys
lay upon the skin I'd never touch again,
would lie here on this bed, in state,
available to those who wished to pay respects,
for viewing.

or to a classmate,
though there were only a few
propped dolls in other chairs,
some bald, some with one stuffed arm
ripped off at the shoulder,
or a dangling button eye,
all with cross-stitched mouths
or painted mouths rubbed raw,
who wouldn't have leaned
or cupped an ear to hear her,
wouldn't have smiled or laughed
if what she said was funny,
wouldn't have replied,
even if they could have,
who had been in this class before,
who knew this teacher.

The line formed early and was long.
At the head, that sad but somehow grateful morning,
were cranes, who stopped midway in their ten thousand
mile migration.
Couldn't they said, knowing you were here
have just passed by. But now, seeing it was true,
understanding you would not be joining them this time,
doubted they could carry on.

Bill Freedman

Class Room

My daughter's friend,
also six or seven,
cut my daughter's hair,
almost to the scalp.
They were playing classroom,
not Apache raid,
but her friend, taller, was the teacher,
and my daughter wasn't listening,
spoke without permission,
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Paige Cobos

Sierra Hunter

Necrophilia

I Am From...
I am from smooth, yellow banana shaped candies
Sweet corn dripping with melted butter
Juicy, sweet apple cider and powdered doughnuts
And the wafting smell of chocolate brownie batter quickly tasted

Not yet 6 feet
Wrapped in burial shroud sheets
Still breathing, spent
In this mausoleum bedroom

I am from hamster replaced by furry hamster

Goodnight means goodbye
As I walk into the night
He sleeps with the dead sea dogs

Itchy, red eyes brimming with cat hair
And love for cats anyway

Maybe dreaming of a seance

I am from smoky bonfires
Dirt encrusted fingernails
Endless mazes of cornfields
And feebly glowing fireflies trapped in sweaty fists
I am from it's okay if you fail
It's okay not to try
And let's sit this one out
I am from the mahogany wood of guitars that fell silent
Do you believe in God?
Are you having fun?
And You Are My Sunshine

His ghost keeping an eye
As I fade away
It's the last time
I have paid my respects
To have but never to hold tight
To love what will never love back
Just cold meat, a dead heart
No soul to keep
Just another gravestone
In guilt's pasture

I am from the empty boxes of orange citrus Tic Tacs
The empty orange bottles of prescription medications
We rise, we fall
And We'll See You Tomorrow.
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StaffBios
Jenna Resch

Afterlife
I have this journal where I record my thoughts

like when I used to go to church and wonder
what it would be like to have never
looked out from inside the stained glass.
I used to kneel among the flock,
heads bowed, singing praises to heaven
before breaking bread in remembrance.
I used to write poems in my journal about
surrender, atonement,
answered prayers and lessons learned
from the pulpit.
I used to believe in things unseen.

Mindy Hartings (Editor/President) says, "I grew up reading The
Grumpy Bunny series and Dr. Seuss, which inspired me to write
my
own
story
one
day.
This
dream
has
come
true
with
my
first
publication in Bewildering Stories. I first pursued writing during
my undergraduate career at Wright State University, of which I'll
bewriting,
a graduate
BA
of
Creative
Writing.
When
I'
m
not
reading
or
I fill my days with backpacking on the Continental Divide
and Appalachian Trial, biking, long distance running, playing
volleyball, and striving to be the best daughter, sister, aunt

girlfriend, and person that I can be. So many things bring me joy
and inspiration, both in life and on the page."

Zach Moore (Alumnus Editor) is a 2011 and 2015 graduate of
Wright State University. He holds a Bachelor of Arts in English
and Creative Writing and a Master's degree in Humanities with a
Museum Studies Certificate. He has won awards, been published
in a variety of publications, and has published a book of poetry
entitled, The Road: A Collection of Poetry. He is currently
working at Wright State University in the Office of Marketing
while also working towards completing his second book.

There's a guy whose lips still
linger on the back of my neck.

He lives in my journal and in the
colors I see when I shut my eyes.
He's a writer, too.
I wonder if I exist when his fingers
touch keys; if I'm made immortal
in his stories and songs.

Erin Sherrets (Assistant Editor/Treasurer/Web Design) is in
her first years as a graduate student studying English literature.
Her interest is on environmental concerns and connections with

Maybe we are divineA god and his masterpiece,
a goddess and her hero.
Psalms of desire:
we were scraping up words to refabricate
what we had watched bleed out.

humans presented in 19th century to present day American

literature. Outside of academia, Erin enjoys running, completing
her first full-marathon in September
backpacking
through mesas, canyons, and mountains.

of 2015, and

I was told my time here is fleeting.
I was told to pick up my cross.
So I buried it deep within my journal,
sopping with dangerous lyrics,
scorched by what was ours.
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